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In this thesis, I look at the practices of certain lesbians and locate them within a
particular historical and cultural context. I argue that the resources, the capital, both
material and social, as well as the internalized orientations and expectations each woman
brings to the crafting of her family, accounts for the particular family each has negotiated.
It is within the particular historical constraints and opportunities that we can understand
each family's experiences. The uniqueness of family experience is predicated on
differences in the women's ages linked to the particular historical trajectory of socio
political changes in the U. S. Yet many experiences are similar because these families are
socio-economically homogenous, sharing a class habitus, a positionality that informs
each particular experience, that is, each possess the financial and social resources that
afforded them the opportunity to bring to reality a particular imagined family, unavailable
to many gay and lesbians who do not enjoy the same resources.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
My interest in lesbian family life did not hit me like a bolt ofintellectual
lightning. It was more like a train wreck in slow motion, disconnected images floating
past, one after another. Were these images destined to come to rest in a twisted and
jagged heap ofinconsequence? My anthropological training made me think not.
In January of2002 I was visiting two wonderful friends in Shawnee Mission,
Kansas. Christie and Sarah have been a monogamous couple for over ten years, co
parenting Christie's biological son from a previous heterosexual marriage. Kevin had
recently begun his first year ofcollege at Texas Christian University in Fort Worth,
Texas, and Sarah and Christie were in the throes ofadjusting to an "empty nest," just
like untold numbers ofparents. I had hoped my presence might offer a small
distraction while they adjusted to Kevin's absence.
One morning as Sarah and I stood in the kitchen staring at the pot ofFrench
Vanilla Roast brewing, I flipped through a mental scrapbook ofmy friends garnered
over 35 years ofliving as an "out" lesbian. Though my partner of 8 years and I have
not joined the "gayby" boom, I was genuinely amazed at how many ofmy friends had
created single lesbian or lesbian partnered families with children: Marcy and Ellen in
Seattle have two sons (biological brothers) through artificial insemination; Abby in
Kalamazoo adopted her great niece at birth; Mindy and Allie in Norman have two
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sons from Mindy's heterosexual marriage; Pat and Donna in Kalamazoo adopted
Pat's sister's daughter; Eileen in Kansas City adopted a "crack" baby; Melinda and
Sherry in Kansas City have two daughters by insemination, (biological half-sisters
each gave birth to one of the girls after swapping fertilized ovum); Shelly and Linda
in Norman adopted one girl and boy from Guatemala; Darcy and Karen in Mount
Pleasant have co-parented Karen's son from a previous marriage; Betsy in Evergreen
adopted a daughter from China; Tammi recently gave birth to a daughter, as well as
Sarah and Christie. All of these women (with the exception of one) are white, middle
class professionals between the ages of25 and 50. Perhaps there was significance in
the homogeneity of race and class.
My caffeine-deprived stupor was broken when Christie quietly padded in to
inquire of Sarah, "Have you seen Kevin's latest e-mail?'' Sarah, always on guard and
overly suspicious of the activities of their 18 year-old son's first semester in college,
draws out her response, ''Nooooo, what's the boy done now?'' Ignoring Sarah's
presumption of guilt, Christie cheerfully responds "Remember Josh, his fraternity
brother, the kid who is gay and out?" "Yeeees," Sarah answers even more
suspiciously. "Well," Christie continues, "it would appear that Josh interviewed
Kevin for an assignment in his English Comp class. The paper addressed what it was
like for Kevin to be raised by his mother and her lesbian partner, you know, the usual
the good, the bad, and the ugly stuff. Apparently, the instructor thought it was so well
done, he wants Josh to publish it in the student paper and Kevin wants to know if we
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are ok with that." "Oh great," Sarah moans, "now we're the poster family for
diversity at TCU. Is it not enough that we both went to Mother's Day Weekend
events at the fraternity house?''
Leaving them to sort out this family development, I drifted into the living
room clutching my coffee and the morning edition ofthe Kansas City Star. I sat there
mulling over the incongruous relationship ofthe words "lesbian parents," "son,"
"Texas Christian University," "out gay fraternity brother," "Mom's weekend" and
''family life," sprinkled within the ''taken for granted" nature oftheir conversation. I
reached for the remote and switched on the "Today Show." Katie, Matt, and Ann
were bringing the plight ofStephen and Doug into the homes ofmillions of
Americans. These two gay men were locked in a struggle with the State ofFlorida
over the right to adopt one ofthe 5 foster children they had co-parented since birth.
Because Florida does not permit gay couples or individuals to adopt, Stephen and
Doug were at risk oflosing their son at the whim ofthe state authorities who insist
that they are only acting in the "best interest" ofthe children. More incongruous
words and images to add to the collection: "gay men," "adoption," "family," "best
interest."
Ifthese two separate events were not enough to trigger my intellectual
curiosity, the gods conspired and dropped another hint. I opened the Kansas City Star
and read the morning headline: "Doctor's Endorse 'Co-Parent' Laws for Gays." It
would seem that the American Academy ofPediatrics (AAP) (following the
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American Psychological Association, the National Association ofSocial Workers,
and the Child Welfare League ofAmerica) issued a statement calling for state laws
that would allow homosexuals to adopt their partner's children stating, "Legal 'co
parent' status would promote children's best interests as these children do not suffer
bad outcomes." The AAP is advising pediatricians to lobby legislatures and speak out
in judicial hearings. The article ends with a little ink time devoted to two opponents
ofthis position, each championing the cause ofthe modem nuclear heterosexual
family, family values, gendered roles in child rearing, as well as bemoaning the
demise ofthe "American way oflife." Ifyou believe Ken Connor ofthe Family
Research Council and David Blankenhorn, President ofthe Institute for American
Values, the AAP policy was nothing but a misguided attempt to mainstream
homosexual parenting at the expense ofchildren.
I recalled an interview with Billie Jean King I had heard several days before in
which she had explained her motivation for participating in the "Battle ofthe Sexes"
in 1975. She explained, "I wanted to change the hearts and minds ofpeople to match
the legislation ofTitle IX." As I looked up from the Star and listened to Christie and
Sarah discuss the "outing" oftheir family in the TCU student paper, I thought about
King's statement within the context ofthe morning's images and revelations: at what
point do these family stories, these family images, the policy statements, the
incremental shifts in popular thought, these lived lives reach the ''tipping point," the
point at which difference bubbles up to a critical mass and creates change in social
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structure? How do the existing structures enable or constrain how gays and lesbians
imagine and construct family? Which gays and lesbians are most likely to be agents
ofchange? How do the actions ofcertain people impact the production or
reproduction ofcertain structures? When does the rhetoric become so hollow that no
one listens anymore? When does the emperor get new clothes? I was hooked. I had to
find more stories.
(Three months later). Saturday morning, 8:00 AM., the sun is grudgingly
present on a cold and raw April morning, as gray as they get in Southwest Michigan. I
am driving east on I-94 away from Kalamazoo toward White Lake, Michigan while
Jann Arden sings to me ofthe perils of"living under June." As I hydroplane through
Jackson with a cold latte and a Canadian singer as my traveling companions, I am lost
in thought contemplating the next several days. Shaky and unsure, I am beginning
residence with a young family for an extended stab at participant observation, the
"traditional right ofpassage" for a green graduate student in anthropology.
Suddenly, a roadside billboard looms large on the horizon. On it, a Caucasian
"everyman" lovingly gazes down upon his Caucasian "everywoman" wife, oozing
maternal nurturance and cradling their swaddled infant. Squinting between the down
stroke ofmy wiper blades and the headlights ofthe oncoming cars, I am just able to
make out the words rushing toward me: God Answers Family Prayer! The
implication troubles me, because the family in White Lake, as well as numerous other
families I have been interviewing have no daddy, only mommies. Some ofthe
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children in these families bear additional markers ofrace, ethnicity, or physical
impairment, as well as the social stigma of insemination, adoption, or worse "left
over." Families, who according to a federal judge's ruling in a Florida gay adoption
case, are "not sufficiently akin to the concept of family to warrant legal recognition"
(Krueger 2002). ''Nor, apparently, god's attention," I mumbled to no one in
particular.
A question posed to me earlier in the week by a young mother keeps running
through my head as the miles fly by. Annie, a lesbian partnered mother ofa twelve
year old, had pointed to a picture of her daughter and partner and asked:
Look at us, look at how we live, who our friends are, who our kid plays with,
who goes to parent teacher conferences ... how are we different? We are
lesbians, period. There is just this unbelievable disconnect between how we
live our lives, in the het world no less, smackass in it, and all the bullshit you
hear in the media. Sarah and I go to Ashley's school for all the parent events
and no one blinks an eye. Ashley and I take care ofthe preschoolers during
church service and no one thinks twice. Ashley's friends spend the night over
here and their parents could care less. Yesterday, I pick up the paper and read
that Colorado passed legislation that will deny same sex couples the right to
put both parents' name on the birth certificate of their inseminated child.
Why? What are they trying to protect, 'cause it sure isn't who?
What Annie alludes to is the increasing political rhetoric, which attempts to
frame same-sex families as some sort of"exotic" other (at best), or as the "end of the
American family as we know it" (at worst). Historically, black single mothers were
targeted for perpetuating "cultures of poverty" through a "tangle of pathology" and
contributing to the demise of the "American family." Beginning in the late 1970s and
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early 1980s, the fire from the religious right and from secular groups espousing
"family values" ideology that reifies heterosexually and blames all social ills on
single mothers, failed marriages, and absentee fathers, has been redirected to child
rearing by gays and lesbians (Polikoff2000). The argument typically falls along the
line that same-sex and transgender families seek "special rights" and that extending
legal protections to them will threaten ''the traditional American family" (Bennett
2002).
Generally left unproblematized within this polemic is an assumed family
model implicit in each reference to "Family." Named the "modem nuclear family,"
this concept is used to designate a family model most Americans today consider to be
ancient, natural, and most importantly an endangered institution (Lehr 1999). It is this
modem nuclear heterosexual family model that Grand Valley State University
President Mark Murray refers to when he proclaims that "implementation of domestic
partner benefits are not on balance in the best interest of the university, and the
accumulated impact of such actions is to weaken family life."
Rayna Rapp (1987) has suggested that as the material conditions of sexuality,
maternity and marriage are continually transformed through social, historical, and
political processes, this normative concept of kinship and family is increasingly
threatened. As a result, terms such as "breakdown ofthe family" and "loss of family
values" have become central to the American political rhetoric of"Family" as a
"symbol under siege." She further suggests that as the new imaginings ofAmerican
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Family continue to drift away from the normative ideal, they will continue to be
labeled a "decline," marked with all the symbols of deviance. This marking is
necessary, according to Judith Stacey (1996:108) because "the exposure of the
widening gap, the disconnect, between the complex reality of postmodern family and
the simplistic modem family ideology fueling public rhetoric, policy and family law,
is that which most threatens the hegemonic representation of family."
It is this disconnect that has me traveling this stormy road in April in search of
stories that testify to lesbian family life, as it is lived, intimate and immediate. By
conducting an ethnographically based study in Southwest Michigan, I am attempting
to address the gap between lived reality and simplistic family ideology by providing a
grounded analysis of the ways particular lesbians negotiate the crafting of their
families at the intersection of institutions and lived experiences.
The rain was abating when I pulled into the driveway of the home of the two
young women I would be staying with in White Lake. Everything looked muted,
perhaps due to the soft and steady rain that continued to fall, more likely because I am
close to having an "out of body experience." Gathering my notebook and my courage,
I exit my car and walk hesitatingly toward the front door. I am struck by the image of
"normalcy" - normal, I suppose, if you grew up in a white affluent middle-class
neighborhood. The scene before me - a tidy spacious home, a child's toys in the front
yard, SUV in the driveway, lake in the back yard - could have belonged to any
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middle-class family in the Midwest, excluding the rainbow wind sock hanging limp,
and saturated with the morning rain, that is.
I experience an overwhelming sense ofdeja vu and recall a similar scene, in a
different place and time. Several months earlier, a young lesbian mother and I shared
a glass ofwine on the deck ofher colonial style home securely nestled within a gated
community in Reston, Virginia. As we watched her two teenagers bouncing on the
trampoline in her family's backyard, engaged in a high stakes game of"chicken in the
air" with the neighbors two children, she absently stroked the gold cross around her
neck and chuckled:
You know the gay rallying cry 'We're Queer, We're Here, Get Used to It!"
isn't just heard from the margins of social life, from the gay pride parades, or
the Act Up demonstrations anymore. Ifpeople would listen very closely
they'd hear it from their next-door neighbors whose children play with their
children, go to school with their children, go to camps together, even go to
church together. Would they be shocked? Only to the extent that we look like
them, want the same things for our kids, struggle with the same issues. They
would be shocked by how normal we are. Whatever that means.
When I began this project I envisioned meeting lesbian-headed families whose
narratives would be powerful messages of struggle and resistance. Stories that might
demonstrate how lesbians were on the cutting edge of the processual knife that was
whittling away at the hegemonic representation of family - "The Family" represented
on the I-94 billboard. Looking back, I realize that is what I wanted to find. What I
would see and hear over the next six months, however, was something quite different.
Far from finding a radical resistance to, or abandonment of the ''traditional" model of
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family, I encountered a seemingly unreflexive (at times) adoption ofthis very model
as the way these particular women organized the relationships they created. What I
came to struggle with instead was a tension, a tension between these women being
seen as radical and resistant by virtue ofbeing lesbian and simultaneously
reproducing social structures by negotiating a family that resembles the Family.
Kath Weston (1991: 10) notes in Families We Choose,
the processes occurring at the intersection ofgay families and institutions are
reflective ofthe relations ofpower impacting those negotiations. It is here,
too, that the resourcefulness ofmany gay families can be demonstrated as they
seek to solidify and define what family means to them at a particular place and
time. In spite ofthe fact little or no legal status exists for the relationships gay
people create, there are institutions that participate in the construction ofthat
relationship, ifnot the legitimization ofthat relationship.
Weston's analysis contains two elements, structure and agency that are most
useful for my analysis ofsituated conduct and the degree to which situated social
action contributes to the reproduction and/or reconstitution ofsocial structure. One
important lens through which we can look at the construction oflesbian families in
this project is that ofpractice theory as enumerated by Bourdieu (1977) in which
social life is treated as a mutually constituting interaction ofstructures, dispositions,
and actions, whereby social structures and embodied (situated) knowledge ofthose
structures produce enduring orientations to action, which, are in turn constitutive of
social structures.
In this thesis, I look at the practices ofthese women and locate them in the
structural context within which they were enacted. I argue that the resources, the
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capital, both material and social, as well as the "enduring orientations" (Bourdieu
1977) they bring to their crafting of family accounts for the particular family each has
negotiated. It is within the context of the particular historical constraints and
opportunities they encounter that we can understand the particular tension that exists,
their attitude toward family and ultimately their ability to imagine and negotiate their
families.

CHAPTER 2
STRUCTURE AND AGENCY: JUST UNDER THE RADAR
Instead of theorizing lesbian partnered family experiences as removed from or
outside of the processes of the wider culture, I wanted to investigate how lesbian
family experiences and practices intersect with and are in relation to the dominant
ideologies that inform the contemporary understanding of what it is to be a "Family."
Judith Stacey (1998) suggests that gay families are neither marginal nor exceptional
but representative and illustrative of the "queer" postmodern condition of kinship. As
such, gays are seeking to extend social legitimacy and institutional support for the
diverse patterns of intimacy that some Americans have already forged.
Though much scholarship has greatly enhanced our ability to appreciate the
vitality of gay and lesbian culture, it has tended to obscure the extent to which
lesbians and gay men actively participate in the larger cultural domain, coming in
from the margins or up from the underground to reproduce or reconstitute mainstream
institutions and programs.
A concern with history must be fundamental to any approach because
hegemony is produced and reproduced, challenged and renegotiated in social action,
and action is always historically situated (Coontz 1988; Gillis1996; Skolnick 1991).
Ironically, the danger in deploying an expanded concept of the political, in which
meaning and power are interpenetrated, is that the dominant forms of control and
12
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significance can appear so insidious as to prohibit the possibility of agency (Foucault
1980) Yet, if we view hegemony in historical and processual terms, then the attempt
by dominant groups and classes to impose a "discursive regime" on the whole of
society can be seen as subject to contestation, negotiation, and as process never fully
achieved.
Raymond Williams (1977:112-114) notes:
A lived hegemony is always a process ...We have then to add to the concept
of hegemony the concepts of counter-hegemony and alternative hegemony,
which are real and persistent elements of practice .. .In this active process the
hegemonic has to be seen as more than the simple transmission of an
(unchanging) dominance. The reality of cultural process must then always
include the efforts and contributions of those who are in one way or another
outside or at the edge of the specific hegemony which then sets certain limits
to them or which can succeed in neutralizing, changing or actually
incorporating them. The dominant culture, so to say, at once produces and
limits its own forms of counter culture. (Emphasis added)
These notions are important if we are to appreciate the possibility for
maneuvering within hegemonic definitions of family and acknowledge that spaces for
counter-discourses and for practices are available. Family life has always been
historically and socially constructed and individuals differentially situated construct
their own familial relationships and imbue them with their own particular meaning.
Practice Theory
One important lens through which we can look at the construction of lesbian
families in this project is that of practice theory. By moving away from the more
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formalist ideas of functionalism and structuralism toward a fluid, yet more complex
understanding of relations between culture and social action, poststructuralists have
pointed the way to the explanation of action, the scrutiny of power, and the rejection
of the distinction between subject and object that is implicit in structuralist thought.
Rather than seeing rule as resting on constraints, the exercise of power is viewed as
productive - of meaning, truths, bodies, selves - in short, of forms of doing, knowing
and being. Meaning becomes located in discursive practices, produced, contested,
negotiated, and transformed in socio-historical action rather than in a timeless system
of essential categories. Focusing on issues of structure and agency, much of this work
has been influenced by Pierre Bourdieu's practice theory.
Published in France in 1972 and the U.S. in 1977, Bourdieu's Outline of a

Theory ofPractice addressed the need for action, or practice, oriented research and
more generally sought a way to get beyond the dualisms of structure and action. For
Bourdieu, an opposition between subjectivist and objectivist approaches characterizes
classical social theory. Subjectivists' viewpoints have as their pivot the beliefs,
desires, and judgments of agents and consider these agents endowed and empowered
to make the world and act according to their own lights. By contrast, objectivists'
viewpoints explain social thought and action in terms of material and economic
conditions, social structures, or cultural logics. These are seen as superordinate to,
and more powerful than agents' symbolic constructions, experiences, and actions.
Bourdieu approached human social action as simultaneously "structured" and
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"structuring" and the socialized body as "analogical operator ofpractice." Bourdieu,
according to Fowler (1997) contends that people are not structurally constrained by
predetermined life scripts, but are individuals who make decisions driven by rules as
well as creative improvisations.
Three fundamental concepts lie at the heart ofthis theory: "habitus,"
"capital," and ''field." The notion ofhabitus is central to Bourdieu's theory of

practice, which, according to Calhoun et al. (1999) seeks to transcend the opposition
between theories that grasp practice solely as constituting, as expressed in
methodological and ontological individualism (phenomenology), and those that view
practice solely as constituted, as exemplified by Levi-Strauss's structuralism and the
structural functionalism ofthe descendants ofDurkheim. Bourdieu treats social life as
a mutually constituting interaction ofstructures, dispositions, and actions, whereby
social structures and embodied (situated) knowledge ofthose structures produce
enduring orientations to action, which, are in turn constitutive ofsocial structures.
Therefore, these orientations are at once "structuring structures" and "structured
structures" (Bourdieu 1977). They shape and are shaped by social practice. Practice
results from a process ofimprovisation that, in turn, is structured by cultural
orientations, personal trajectories, and the ability to play the game ofsocial
interaction.
Audre Lorde (1985) suggests that this ability to "play the game,"
traditionally, in American society, is the responsibility ofthe members ofoppressed,
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objectified groups who are expected to stretch out and bridge the gap between the
lived experiences oftheir lives and the consciousness ofthe oppressor. "For in order
to survive for those ofus for whom oppression is as American as apple pie, we have
always had to be watchers, to become familiar with the language and customs ofthe
oppressor" (535). This point is well articulated by Mary. When I asked her what some
ofher experiences with society at large had been as a lesbian partnered mother she
responded,
We always seem to be the facilitators whenever we have an encounter. We
live "out" so I guess we have an aura about us that says don't fuck with us,
we've been there, done that. Sometimes we confront, sometimes we operate
on the sly, sometimes we fake stupidity and humility, and sometimes we show
hets the way when they don't know the protocol or rules ofengagement. We
seem to be like, you know, well, follow our lead and we'll all get through this
awkward moment ok. We may not get what we want, but we generally get
what we need. But most ofthe time, I guess, to avoid real troubles, we try to
fly just under the radar.
Mary's partner Ali relates another example,
I learned very early that being two women did not have to be a disadvantage. I
found different ways to get around the problems ofnot being the birth mother
or having any legal rights. Early in Charles's life I had to call the nurse for
something and when she asked me ifl was Mary I said 'no, I was his other
Mother,' which brought complete silence from the other end ofthe line. I told
the nurse to refer to the file, that Mary had signed a letter stating I was
authorized to make decisions about Charles. After this I got smart and when
asked ifl was Mary, I just said 'yes.' How would they ever know?
Habitus is the term Bourdieu assigns this capacity for structured

improvisation. The habitus is both simultaneously, intersubjective and the site ofthe
constitution ofthe acting agent. It is the "informal theater" referred to by Jackson
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(1998: 26) in which people "shape their lives, not in slavish conformity to custom but
through active engagement, negotiation and struggle."
Much of what was once ordained by cultural tradition is now negotiated. New
rules and new roles are being socially constructed - not in the abstract- but by
specific people in specific times and places. Experience and reality are created in
collaboration and conflict with others. Actions are evaluated according to different
expectations and the cultural framework that makes the actions possible is negotiated
and played out in the practice of the lived world. As such, it is a co-creation,
simultaneously product and producer. So conceived, the habitus is the dynamic
intersection of structure and action, society and the individual. It is meant to capture
the practical mastery that people have of their social situation, while grounding that
mastery itself socially (Calhoun et al. 1999).
Bourdieu's notion of capital, which is neither Marxian nor prescribed
economic, entails the capacity to exercise control over one's own future and that of
others. So conceived, it is a form of power. Much ofBourdieu's work focuses on the
interplay among what he distinguishes as social, cultural, and economic capital.
Calhoun et al. (1999) suggests that in this way, Bourdieu appropriates Marx and
places class as the center of his analysis of modern society in a manner that allows for
a material determination of culture and history. Bourdieu's class, however, is much
more than Marx's definition of the relationship to the means of production. Social
classes are defined as "sets of agents" who occupy similar positions, "and who being
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placed in similar conditions and subjected to similar conditionings, have every
likelihood of having similar dispositions and interests ... and adopting similar stances
(1977:725).
One young mother I spoke with had agonized over the decision to adopt a
Guatemalan baby girl. Her parents, not upset by her lesbianism or her desire for
children in general, were "way wigged out" that she and her partner would consider
adopting a "brown-skinned little heathen, the lowest of the low," in the words of her
father. Audra struggled with the realization that she had "internalized" her parents
and her family's attitudes toward ethnic minorities to the extent that she doubted her
ability to completely love a child that was not white. "I just wasn't sure about a child
of color. I hated myself, here I am, a gay person who is discriminated against, and I
couldn't get past wondering how I would feel taking our daughter to lunch with my
folks at the country club."
Class involves one's behavior, basic assumptions about life, one's experiences
(which validate assumptions), and expectations. Class then becomes the way you see
the world and your place in it (Rapp 1992; Weston and Rofel 1984). For example,
different "dispositions" surfaced when older lesbians referred to the "casual, off
handed way younger lesbians tick off the prospect of having children, or not, as if
they were adding items to their shopping cart." Karen vocalized her situated
expectations formed from having once enjoyed the privileges of heterosexual
marriage.
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I think some of the reasons I get so frustrated with Cynthia about coming out
is that she is not political at all. She is not proactive in any way and just
accepts the fact that we are discriminated against. She says that is all she has
known and she has no other expectations. Well, guess what. I have. I have had
heterosexual privilege and I want what I had before. I guess you can't want
what you don't know, but I do know, and I want it (emphasis added).
Ortner (1998: 13) suggests that classes, objectively speaking, are "positions in
social space defined by economic and cultural capital." Yet, these positionalities,
simultaneously, engender certain representations of the privileges and limits of those
positions, "a habitus of both external practices and internal senses of boundaries
and/or possibilities." In other words, members of the same social class share a habitus
and that any improvisation would typically occur within and be reflective of this
particular habitus.
The purpose ofBourdieu's concept of the field is to provide the frame for a
"relational analysis" by which he means an account of the multidimensional space of
positions and the position taking of agents. The position of a particular agent is the
result of interplay between that person's habitus and his or her place in a field of
positions as defined by the distribution of the appropriate form of capital. The nature
and range of possible positions varies socially and historically. Each field is semi
autonomous, characterized by its own determinate agents, its own accumulation of
history, its own logic of action, and its own forms ofcapital. Additionally, each field
is immersed in an institutional field of power(s) and, even more broadly, in the field
of class relations. Each field is the site of struggles.
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On the basis of these three concepts, Bourdieu has attempted to formulate a
reflexive approach to social life that uncovers the arbitrary conditions of the
production of social structure and of those dispositions and attitudes that are related to
it. He conceives of social practice in terms of the relationship between class habitus
and current capital as realized within the specific logic of a given field.
Queer Theory
Perhaps more than any other work impacting my research is that of Kath Weston. In

Families We Choose (1991) Weston demonstrates that gay families represent one
element in a broader discourse on family whose meanings are continuously
negotiated in everyday situations with relations of power in society at large. By
demonstrating the resourcefulness of many gay families as they seek to solidify and
define what family means to them at a particular place and time, she acknowledges
that power is not unidirectional. Her work is not merely theoretical or a
culturaVhistorical analysis, but ethnographic and therefore, evocative of real
experiences and of real people as they attempt to negotiate "famliness" in the
presence of institutions that both constrain and enable that process.
Subsequently and significantly for my inquiry, however, Weston felt the need
to follow this groundbreaking work with an investigation into the persistent
(mis)reading of chosen families as "freely chosen," a reading that "tips the scales to
the side of agency by collapsing choice into the radical individualism of free will

21
(Weston 1997:85). Weston suggests that by obscuring the processes that privatize and
personalize so called "new" family forms, the rhetoric of choice is more likely to
mark a "return of the same as different" (90).
Weston cautions that choice is a rhetorical strategy employed by both
advocates of ''utopian" and "customized" families of choice, as well as, detractors of
chosen families who equate choice with "anything goes." By placing choice at the
center of the debate, relations of power "incarcerate" people in rhetoric of choice by
denying legitimation- legally, historically, and culturally; reducing agency to
individualized wants and desires; and constructing private spaces that look like
preformed nuclear families (94). As Susan Bordo (1990:674) has noted, "In a
democratic society such as the U.S., it is often tempting to believe that human beings
have an in.finite variety of choices and that those choices emerge spontaneously in
time and space, lack any coherent pattern, cultural meaning or political significance."
Yet, choosing or imagining that we choose our lives, is such a crucial aspect
of our humanity, according to Michael Jackson (1996), that even in the face of
absolute loss of freedom we will often act as though the situation were still in our
hands, that our actions might make a difference, that it is possible ''to think our way
free of the chains that bind us." I believe this analysis can demonstrate, even though
many of the women I spoke with referred to "choices" they had made, the notion that
"choice" can never be separated from relations of power and "choice" can never be
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separated from the gendered, sexed, raced, classed and aged subject doing the
"choosing."

CHAPTER3
METHODOLOGY: IN SEARCH OF LESBIAN FAMILY NARRATIVES
Who's Family?
In spite of the "separate and private" ideology that places the "family" as the
"refuge against harsh market forces," our society has historically considered the
family unit something that deserves special legal protection. According to Nikolas
Rose (1999: 6), ''the family mechanism has, for at least two centuries, been made up
by legal regulation, moral exhortation, fiscal manipulation and expert intervention in
the name of both public and private well being." Others argue that the "Family" must
be viewed not as a concrete institution designed to fulfill universal human needs, but
as an ideological construct associated with the modern state (Collier, Rosaldo,
Yanagisako, 1992); in which the "state" must be viewed not as a singular, unitary
entity or category, but as a name for a suite of sites, a "constellation of agencies" such
as schools, courts, and clinics, where power and dominance - and by the same token,
conventions and customs - are not only reproduced and deployed, but also resisted
and dismantled (Robertson, 1991).
To be sure, family life has connections to all societal institutions and these
connections help shape the kind of family one can imagine and negotiate. Institutions
as social organizations are central in creating systems of inequality and privilege
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because they pattern and structure difference (Rose 1999). Institutions are important
channels for what Patricia Hill Collins (2001:59) calls "structures ofdomination and
subordination, both concrete and symbolic." For example, even though obstacles to
bearing children have been overcome by reproductive technology, thereby removing
sole access from the hands ofthe white male medical community, limitations to the
legitimation oflesbian family are still in place by denying co-parent adoption and

legal recognition on birth certificates. This, Frye (2001 :51) terms a "double bind" in
that all options have limitations. She uses the metaphor ofa birdcage to explain the
network ofrelated barriers that coalesce to delimit an agent's options.
One day when Rusty and I were discussing custody and medical issues and
how she and Debbie negotiate the lack oflegal rights as co-parents, I asked her ifthey
live in fear ofthe unexpected emergency:
Rusty: Sure, at first you think about it all the time. You go through a checklist
ofdocuments covering everything; medical emergencies, wills, living wills,
power of attorney, notes to school administrators, notes to everybody and
everything. We try to cross every ''t" and dot every "i." It's just a maze of
paper, someone's idea ofhell. But, eventually, we live our lives and the
gnawing in your gut recedes into the background.
As Bourdieu (1977: 235) acknowledges:
[Family] is true ofall anthropological possibilities that we tend to think ofas
universal, virtually granted to everybody. Yet they remain the privilege ofa
happy few because these potentialities find their full realization only under
definite social and economic conditions; and because, inversely, there are
economic and social conditions under which they become atrophied and
annulled.
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By assuming the male-headed nuclear family as the central kinship unit,
Rayna Rapp (1987) suggests we miss the contested domain in which symbolic
innovation may occur. By deconstructing the classic assumption offamily form, Rapp
suggests that "the shifting symbolism, the creativity, and the continuities that people
inscribe in the realm ofkinship" will be revealed (119). In all ofthese views "Family"
is not so much a thing or reification, as it is a continuing process ofnegotiation that
does not occur on an empty stage, but within specific encounters between individuals
and between individuals and institutions differentially positioned in relations of
power.
For those accustomed to legal recognition oftheir families, it is often hard to
imagine the difficulties presented by living in a kinship configuration not sanctioned
by the state: no health insurance coverage for an uninsured partner or child, no
survivor benefits from social security, no joint tax returns, the fear ofloss of
employment. But lesbian headed families do exist in spite oftop-heavy institutional
discrimination.
A 1993 study indicated that, in the United States, there were between 3 and 8
million lesbian and gay parents, raising between 6 and 14 million children (Martin
1993). Though most ofthese children live with parents who were formally in
heterosexual marriages or relationships and then came out, a growing number of
lesbians and gay men are consciously becoming parents. The 2000 Census revealed
there are 601,209 total gay and lesbian reported families and that same sex couples
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live in 99.3% ofall counties in America (Smith and Gates 2001). In the State of
Michigan, there are 15,368 officially identified same sex unmarried partnerships
(SSUP), the Census' official designation for gay family. According to the Human
Rights Campaign's (HRC) Report on the State of the Family (Bennett 2002), this
represents an increase of353% over the 1990 census figures. This increase reflects
both individual desire to claim a gay identity, as well as changes made between 1990
and 2000 in the way the census accounted for individuals who reported being
married, but living in same sex households.
Human Documents
While statistics can tell us a great deal about living conditions in a given
society, they paint only part ofthe picture. They can tell a story with numbers, but
they cannot translate those numbers into lived experience. To put flesh and blood on
the numbers we must turn to stories about people's lives. Stories that will help us
understand the impact ofexternal forces and institutions on lesbian families, as well
as the way the cultural domain ofthese families and the members in them reflect and
transform the social processes within which they are embedded.
Therefore, the primary sources ofdata for this project are "human
documents," accounts ofindividual experiences, which reveal the individual's actions
as a human agent and as a participant in social life. Following Plummer (2001) I
chose to employ a methodology of"critical humanism," emphasizing human
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subjectivity and creativity; life practices that flow in, around and out of social, as well
as, economic organization; intimate familiarity, not armchair ethnography; as well as
the moral and political role of the researcher. I emphasize an anthropology of
experience that attempts to examine people as they are "in-the-world" and in terms of
how they make themselves "in-the-world" (Jackson 1996). It cannot be taken for
granted that we know why a person is doing something when his/her actions happen
to coincide with the dictates of his/her culture. As lived, experience is always project,
not settled accomplishment (Calhoun, 1994).
Despite efforts to conduct my research in gender inclusive terms, I was unable
to make contact with gay male-headed families. My contacts as well as my circle of
friends do not include any gay men who identify as "family" with children. Still the
relative marginality of men in any research is not simply due to methodological
deficiencies. It also accurately reflects their more marginal participation in same-sex
families. But that is another project.
The Gatekeeper
To locate lesbian headed families in Southwest Michigan and hear their
stories I first identified a "gatekeeper" (Carrington 1999). The gatekeeper, who I will
call Rusty, had owned and operated Sappho's Bookstore in downtown Kalamazoo,
Michigan for 18 years, in cooperation with Debbie, her partner of25 years.
According to Rusty, Sappho's was the "heart and soul of the lesbian community." I
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asked Rusty why she had closed Sappho's and with a pragmatism I would come to
admire and appreciate she answered,
Rusty: I was tired ofbeing the center ofthe universe for all the queers in
Kalamazoo. Anytime anybody wanted to start a new group they would come
to Sappho's, ... 'hey Rusty, why don't you get a group going for gays with
such and such an issue.' It went on and on. Now, I did do some counseling
(Rusty has an MA in counseling), but that didn't mean I needed to spearhead
every little group. Debbie and I organized Our Kids, but that was as much for
us as anybody else.
Most importantly, though, Debbie and I adopted our last two girls and it was
too much to try to do it all. We could get by ok on Debbie's salary and what I
make with counseling part time. One ofthe girls needed major heart surgery
soon as we got her here from China, and I really wanted to stay at home more.
It is fair to say that my project would not have been possible without the
insight and information Rusty offered. In addition to her own life's experiences, she
provided me with numerous opportunities to meet other lesbian parents and attend
social functions, while keeping me abreast ofissues and postings at various sites on
the internet. Many ofthe contacts I made through Rusty in tum provided me with
names ofother individuals. Each family I met introduced me to others. All in all I met
over 20 families with a range offamily backgrounds and personalities who could
offer windows into a collective experience oflesbian family. Ofthe 20 families I
interviewed, I am introducing you to only 5 families for several reasons. One is
simply time and space constraint ofan MA thesis. Second, I agree with Jackson
( 1998) that individual lives can be mined for clues about consciousness and
experiences that can illuminate more than one life under examination. Lastly, each of
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the five families highlighted is representative of a particular historical moment around
which this analysis pivots; yet I want to be clear that none of these families should
serve as model or ideal.
Situating Families
When I began to contact individuals and seek permission to participate in their
lives, it quickly became apparent that diversity of socio-economic, racial, and ethnic
background was quite limited. All but one of these women are white (one is African
American). All are middle-class, educated, professionals who have strong social
support networks and have been in stable relationships for 7 to 35 years. All are
English language speakers who range in age from 26 to 72. As I began my fieldwork
and compiled profiles of the women with whom I had made contact, I initially
despaired of the lack of socio-economic diversity within the group as a whole. I
entertained thoughts of changing my research focus completely. Thanks to the insight
of my principal advisor, I chose to turn the fact that the group of women I was
beginning to meet was socio-economically (and educationally) homogenous to my
advantage by asserting that when class and race are held as constant, age becomes the
pivot around which the diversity of life experiences emerges.
Clearly, each family experiences ''famliness" in a different way. I suggest that
the uniqueness of experience is predicated on differences in the women's ages linked
to the particular historical trajectory of socio-political changes in the United States.
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However, many experiences are similar because these families are socio
economically homogeneous, sharing a habitus, a positionality that informs each
particular experience. That is, each possesses the financial and social capital that
afforded them the opportunity to negotiate a particular imagined family, unavailable
to many. As Weston (1998) notes, chosen families can only be chosen to the degree
one has the resources to enable one's choice.
The Families
Mary Ann (72) and Helen (65), Rusty (49), Debbie (51) and three daughters,
Mary (38), Ali (36) and son Charles, Deirdra (37), Alexa (41) and daughter Mari,
Karen (36), Cynthia (25) and Karen's daughter Katie are 5 self-identified lesbian
headed families in Kalamazoo, Grand Rapids and White Lake, Michigan metropolitan
areas who opened their homes and social circles to me. Most, ifnot all these women
live their lives "out," at home, work, and in society at large. They are "out" to their
children, and the children are "out" to friends and classmates. As a result, there was
no danger ofmy research inadvertently "outing" them, thereby causing any harm to
them or their children. Nevertheless, their openness aside, I have assigned each a
pseudonym, in order to facilitate my research proposal's passage through the Human
Subject Institutional Review Board's process.
All ofmy facilitators have willingly, ifnot eagerly agreed to participate in my
research due to the perceived need to "get these stories out." Recognizing that the
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"personal is political," some of these women want to make their personal decisions
politically significant. Rusty and her partner are the self-identified "lesbian poster
family" of Kalamazoo, having granted numerous interviews to local media. Karen, a
politically active young mother of a 13-year-old daughter explained,
By giving you my story, I give voice to and provide evidence that all our hard
work is really progressing. I want my decisions to be respected and my
childcare labor to be seen as valuable. Maybe, most importantly, once I came
out, I won't live a lie and I don't want Katie to be confused about what is
good or bad, right or wrong.
I am aware that this "eagerness" in itself may have impacted and colored the
way individuals interacted with me during the time we spent together. I am also
aware my own identity as a Caucasian, middle-class, coupled lesbian, anthropologist
in her late forties, living in a midsize, conservative, Midwestern community
necessarily informs the material that follows. Like Jose E. Limon (1991: 129), a
Hispanic anthropologist working in a Hispanic community in south Texas, I too, as a
"halfie," self-consciously maneuver between "participant" and "observer" while
negotiating how to represent this world without feeding negative stereotypes.
In order to avoid fostering stereotypes, I want to be clear that I am concerned
with a monolithic representation, or what Arnup (2002: 12) refers to as the "picket
fence" image, of what it means to be a lesbian family. Arnup reminds us, "not all our
lesbian families are planned; not all our children are wanted; not every pregnancy is a
carefully planned life transition" (13). Gay and lesbian family life in contemporary
America is not a universal, transhistorical, and cross-cultural category, but rather the
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creation ofa particular place and time, culture and society. Bravermann (1997) labels
this "queer heterosociality" - the multiple race, class, gender, generational, and
geographical differences among gay and lesbian subjects. Often, any references I
made to a "gay community" were quickly countered with ''what community are you
speaking of? Are you presuming there is a heterosexual community, too?"
Karen stopped me in my tracks one evening when I asked her ifshe had much
support from the "gay community" with child rearing. "You are assuming I live in
some sort ofmonochromatic gay culture. I live with one foot in the dominant hetero
culture, just like you do, probably more so because ofKatie." Ali and Mary were
quick to point out that they had encountered more resistance to having a child from
within the "community" - from older lesbians and gay men, then from any
heterosexuals. Alexa and Deirdra made it very clear that they did not consider
themselves part ofany "gay community," rather, they identified more with
heterosexual couples they had met while adopting their daughter.
I felt it was very significant that women with children be at the center ofthis
research, primarily because much ofthe current debate about same-sex families
pivots around issues ofadoption and parenting. Secondly, today, more than ever, the
bridges across the hetero/homo cultural land mines are built in large part due to the
presence of children in same-sex families. This presence creates multiple possibilities
for points ofintersection with institutions and the society at large that are not
experienced by childless couples. Slater (1995:106) acknowledges that:
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raising children is a 'great equalizer,' giving lesbian parents much in common
with heterosexual families with similarly aged children. The social institutions
set up for families with children suddenly hold great relevance to the
parenting lesbian family. Children encourage the family's identification with
the mainstream culture.
Rusty underscored this point as we sat in her sun-drenched kitchen sipping coffee one
morrung.
You know, when Debbie and I first started investigating DI (donor
insemination) we got so much flack from older lesbians. They were accusing
us of going back in the closet, hiding behind the children, denying who we
are ... are you kidding, how do you hide from school administrators, teachers,
music teachers, soccer coaches, girl scout leaders, neighborhood kids and
parents, Sunday school teachers, the pediatrician, the dentist? There isn't a
closet big enough!

CHAPTER 4
SITUATED LIVES
Every Day Down and Dirty
It is estimated that 3.5 million lesbian and gay men are over the age of60
(Demo and Allen 1996). Lesbians over the age of60 grew up in an era in which
sexual orientation was a private matter. They feared being seen as immoral or illegal
and ostracized iftheir private lives were made public. Ifa woman came out prior to
the 1970s, being a lesbian meant not being a parent or losing custody ofher children
conceived within a heterosexual marriage. Not surprisingly, given the political and
social climate ofthe period, very few visible lesbians even contemplated having
children within lesbian relationships.
Drawing on experiences ofsome ofher cohorts, Rusty explains,
Moms tended to come out during the 60s and 70s, encouraged by gay and
women's liberation. They left marriages and embraced lesbianism late in life.
The children from these marriages are "left-overs," "baggage," the first
generation ofkids in gay families. To some they are reminders ofpain and
shattered lives, to some, incredible strength and freedom. That's why we
started Our Kids, a support network for parents and leftover kids.
I have known a few very brave women in my life who have experienced the
pain ofloss and shattered lives that Rusty alluded to. My college golfcoach in 1977,
a 49 year-old grandmother ofthree, had embraced her lesbian identity very late in
life. Full time employment for the first time in her life had provided her the financial
34
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freedom necessary to conceive of life outside the "financialjailhouse" of heterosexual
marriage. Once she revealed her lesbianism to her adult children, they turned their
backs on her and forbade her to see her grandchildren. When she died 6 years later
from undiagnosed breast cancer, she had not communicated with them until days
before her death. Unfortunately, Jane's story was not uncommon.
Mary Ann and Helen (1950-1960)
I had been trying to find an older lesbian couple to interview for some time.
Interestingly, the contact did not come through my gatekeeper, but through a young
couple in Grand Rapids who knew Mary Ann and Helen through participation in a
vegetable co-op with them. Mary Ann and Helen live in a rural community south and
west of Grand Rapids. They own a small acreage with fruit trees, vegetable and
flower gardens, and two exuberant golden retrievers, Rusty and Ee - (Helen says it
stands for ee Cummings, Mary Ann says she can't remember, but doubts it would be
ee Cummings because she can't stand his poetry. Mary Ann suggests Ee is short for
Ellen and they call her Ee because Helen and Ellen were too much alike and
everybody kept getting confused, including me at this pointl)

Mary Ann and Helen have been a monogamous couple for 35 years. They
moved to southwest Michigan upon Helen's retirement from teaching in a large urban
school district. She taught music and "a little dance" tojunior high students for 40
years. Mary Ann, who is a little older, had retired a few years earlier from the same
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school district, having taught English and composition at the high school level.
Though both teachers, Mary Ann and Helen never taught at the same school and
never lived together until their retirement and subsequent move to rural Michigan.
"We chose not to teach at the same school or to live together." "Oh, my yes," Mary
Ann added, "it was much easier to hide our relationship. We would have lost our jobs
ifthey had discovered we were lesbians. No, ifs, ands, or buts." Helen's use ofthe
word chose was very interesting, yet heartbreaking. Here was an example ofwhat
Weston (1997) meant by a 'misreading ofchoice that tips the scales to the side of
agency.' To label one's own actions as "choice," as ifit were but one ofan unlimited
number ofpossibilities, closes off further reflection into the impact ofrelations of
power on one's ability to construct certain outcomes.
As we settled into their front room, Helen slipped into the kitchen to pour us
some iced tea. I took the opportunity to look at the lifetime ofmemories hanging on
the walls in their living room: black and white snapshots ofyoung Helen and Mary
Ann at the Grand Canyon and Times Square; bookshelves filled with brittle spines of
Audre Lord, Adrienne Rich and May Sarton; certificates ofappreciation for years of
service. I was struck by the absence ofpictures that contained the faces ofchildren. I
wondered what my house might look like after 35 years oflife together with my
partner.
As Helen re-entered, Mary Ann spits out the word "family."
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M.A.: So, you are here to talk about family. Helen is my family. We have
each other. We've been meeting a nice group of younger women in Grand
Rapids, but their interests and issues are not necessarily ours. Older lesbian
issues are pretty much ignored by younger lesbians. Many of them have
families (by this she means children) and all the concerns one has with raising
children.
H.: Dykes-with-Tykes. Isn't that how they refer to themselves, Mary Ann?
M.A.: No, that's how the mos (slang for homosexual male) refer to them,
rather derogatorily, too. (/ sense that Mary Ann and Helen are using gay slang
for my benefit. It seems somehow out of place as part of their vocabulary.) I
just think they are so fortunate to be able to live as openly as they do and have
the opportunity to even consider children. This is one of our (older lesbians)
issues. As we get older, we have no other family. It feels like that was just
taken away from us. Our parents are dead, we never came out to our
siblings...they still think Mary Ann and I are a couple of 'old maids' just
living out our lonely years. (This last part is spoken with a mischievous grin).
A.: You two never considered adoption?
H.: It just wasn't even on the map. I wanted children, we both wanted
children, but not if it meant getting married. I know too many women our age
who lost custody of their children, lost their families, some even lost their
jobs. It's sad, you know, it's just sad. Then again, we have some great friends,
some really wonderful friends that are family. (As an aside she adds): Isn't it
interesting how some gays identify each other by saying, you know when you
are out in a crowd and you see someone who might be gay, you say 'they are
family.' (This practice of visual marking also includes terms such as 'singer'
as in 'choir member, ' and 'player, ' as in 'a member of the team').

(Regaining her train of thought she continues):
H.: When I think about it, what really bothers me is that we just didn't have
any options, really. Or none I was willing to take. I don't begrudge what
younger women have. I just hope they value the opportunities they have to
create most anything they can imagine.
A.: If you could name one thing that would have made life easier for you,
what would that be? (A long pause follows while they both think this over).
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H.: I'll answer that. Marriage, or some sort oflegal sanctions for our
relationships. Everything, everything, benefits, privileges, responsibilities,
rights, acceptance, moral authority, self-esteem, it all extends from that one
recognition. (Pausing, she adds chuckling) just think about all the great gifts
we miss out on because we didn't have a wedding shower.
Marriage
Gay marriage, or its more benign alternative, domestic partnership, has not
always been at the forefront ofinterests for gay rights organization (Chambers 2000).
To some marriage is seen as just one more weapon ofthe "white supremacy,
capitalist, patriarchal establishment" (hooks 1997: 582). Early gay activism, kick
started at Stonewall, dismissed marriage, as well as family, as heterosexual
institutions involved in the maintenance ofgay oppression. Beginning in the early
1970s, a dozen couples across the country pursued marriage licenses - and three
couples followed state's refusal to issue licenses by filing a lawsuit (Chambers 2000).
All couples lost their bids for licenses.
The 1980s marked the beginning ofa new strategy for the recognition ofgay
couples, as well as other "non-traditional" family arrangements - domestic
partnership. Chambers (2000) cites several reasons for this shift. First, the more
"radical" activists continued to reject marriage as an "irretrievably sexist institution."
Second, and most importantly, acceptance ofgay marriage would require a more
radically restructured view ofgay people - a view that includes gays as morally
worthy and gay relationships as comparable in merit to the most hollowed of
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relationships in heterosexual society. In short, domestic partnership discourse
provides a space in which gay relationships can be thought ofas "separate, and
almost equal," focusing primarily on economic benefits that accrue to the institution
of marriage without sullying the symbolic importance of male/female union sanctified
through heterosexual marriage.
The "piecemeal" implementation of domestic partner recognition, hence,
domestic partner benefits is but one more ''wire in the birdcage." For the most part,
recognition of domestic partnerships has been limited to a few of the Fortune 500
companies, large, generally coastal major metropolitan municipalities and county
governments, and some academic institutions. In Michigan, Wayne County (Detroit),
the University of Michigan, the Cities ofKalamazoo, Ann Arbor, and Traverse City
recognize domestic partnerships and offer assorted levels of benefits to employees
and their partners. However, in 2001, the State ofMichigan passed a law that
prohibits the use of state funds for health insurance for unmarried domestic partners
of legislators and legislative employees (Bennett 2002).
At the federal level, the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) was passed by
Congress in the summer of 1996 after contentious hearings were held in which
witnesses ominously forecast that if"men could marry men, they would soon be
permitted to marry children and other animals" and "gay marriage would initiate the
collapse of Western civilization" (Chambers 2000:295). Backed by historically liberal
voting members of Congress (including Senator Paul Wellstone of Minnesota),
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President Clinton signed the bill into law. Perhaps to soothe gay and liberal
supporters, the Domestic Partnership Benefits Act of2001 (H.R. 638) was introduced
to provide benefits to domestic partners offederal employees. Considering the
political rhetoric in our nation's capital these days, few activists hold out much hope
for its passage under the current administration.
A third approach for gay couples has been that ofcivil union. Only one state,
Vermont, permits same sex couples to obtain a civil union license, which makes them
eligible for the state-provided benefits and protection ofmarriage (Bennett 2002).
However, a civil union does not make a couple eligible for any ofthe 1049 federal
benefits and protections ofmarriage and, in 49 out of50 states, they are denied most
ofthe states' rights and responsibilities that come with marriage. Additionally, due to
the passage ofDOMA, states need not recognize the marriage oftwo people ofthe
same sex even if validly contracted in another state. On July 25, 2002 a Connecticut
state appellate court denied the request ofa gay male couple to a legal divorce, by
stating, "Connecticut does not recognize Vermont's civil union, they were not legally
married, therefore, could not be legally divorced" (Rhule 2002).
Thirty-six states and the federal government have laws that claim to prohibit
recognition ofmarriages ofsame sex couples that may be performed in other
countries or should one ever permit it, another state. Fourteen states and the District
ofColumbia have no such laws. In 2001, state legislators introduced 29 bills in 22
states that would have affected the legal status ofsame sex couples. About halfwould
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strengthen and half would restrict. A total of six were signed into law. In four states
(Alabama, California, Maine and Rhode Island) they extended protections to same
sex families; in two states (Michigan and Missouri) they restricted them (Bennett
2002: 6).
Symbolic Union - Declaring a Sense of Relationship
Early one morning, the phone rang as I sat on my porch reading the paper.
"Have you seen it?'' Audra asked. "Have I seen what?" "Are you reading your paper?
Look at the Life Section. I know it's only symbolic but it's another way to make them
sit up and notice that we are here and we are not going away." I dropped the Sports
section and looked at the small print on the front of the Life section. On Monday,
August 19, 2002, The USA Today reported that The New York Times would be joining
The Washington Post, Chicago Tribune, and San Francisco Chronicle among 70

daily newspapers that will begin publishing announcements of same-sex commitment
ceremonies alongside its wedding notices (Soriano 2002). Symbolic indeed, but more
evidence of the continuing disconnect between lived life and political rhetoric. A
follow up to this article appearing several days later noted an increase in the number
of papers listing same-sex unions to 111. Is the emperor trading in his old coat?
Interestingly, with the exception of Helen and Mary Ann, none of the other
women considered marriage particularly pressing. Almost every couple had
participated in a "commitment" ceremony (Lewin 1996) conducted by an ordained
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minister and felt that their vows freely given in the context of family and friends,
constituted a "marriage" in their eyes. Issues of child rearing and custody were of
primary importance to younger lesbians. Gaining legal recognition through the
institution of marriage was not as important as gaining legal recognition or protection
by any means possible.
However, another practice that several families employed as a symbolic
means to constructing a family was through the practice of hyphenating their last
names, as well as the names of their children. Within the last year, Rusty and Debbie
had gone through the legal process of changing their last names to a hyphenated
version of their names and changing their three girls' names to coincide. This was
undertaken in the family court system in Grand Rapids before a "fairly moderate"
judge, though the process was not without its "horror stories." Ali and Mary had
combined their surnames to Hughes-Williams, though they had not pursued legal
recognition because of the "horror stories" they had heard from Rusty and Debbie
about their experiences in doing so. Their son Charles is legally Charles Rayburn
Hughes-Williams by virtue of his birth certificate.
Mary: Ali and I refer to us as Hughes-Williams, but we haven't pursued any
official means of changing it. I tried it change it on the sly last time I renewed my
Michigan driver's license. The first time I made the mistake of saying I had gotten
married and they wanted to see the marriage certificate. Next time I'll just try to show
them some pay stubs from Western or some other form of verification and see if they
will take that. I've considered filing my income tax as Hughes-Williams, but that
might be too much ...you know, there's that invisible barrier we are just not willing to
cross, too risky I guess.
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This "name game" played out in other ways with other families. Karen
Miller's 13-year-old daughter Katie had been considering changing her last name to
incorporate her mother's maiden name. Karen had reclaimed Miller, her maiden
name, when she divorced Katie's father. Katie had retained Hill, her father's last
name. Katie wanted to change her name to Miller-Hill in order to have "an extra tie to
her mother's side of the family." When I asked her why this was important she
answered shrugging "I don't know, it just feels right."
Deirdra and Alexa were faced with a different dilemma. Because Alexa was
not yet a naturalized citizen of the U.S., Deirdra was the only recognized legal parent
of their adopted daughter, Mari. We sat one morning around their white oval dining
table enjoying the view across the lake in their backyard.
Author: So, Deirdra, you are the legal parent ... Mari's last name is Conners?
Alexa: Yes, that is correct, but Mari has my name as her middle name,
Maribel Schroeder Conners. But it is not hyphenated. I do not know what we
will do ifl do eventually adopt a child, then we would have children with
different last names ... how confusing! Maybe we would have to consider
changing our last names, hyphenating them you know, but little princess here
(nodding toward Deirdra with a smile) is pretty attached to her family name.
Deirdra: Yeah, but I wouldn't completely rule it out. That is something to face
down the road, not something we have to worry about now. I think we must
first establish Alexa as Mari's co-parent, and then go from there. But I know
that sharing a name is something really special. ..if not, someone might feel
left out. Do you ever get that feeling of being left outside? Maybe I would feel
even more part of a family instead of slightly different from all the other
families around here. It's a middle ground I suppose, but as close as we can
get to declaring a sense of our relationship to the rest of the world.
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Rusty and Debbie (1970-1980)
The lesbians that Mary Ann and Helen had referred to above "as so fortunate"
are women from the postwar baby boom of1945-1960 and later, who came ofage
with the feminist and gay rights movements with a greater knowledge ofreproductive
rights and alternatives such as adoption and surrogacy. However, lesbian and gay
parenting did not appear on the original agenda ofeither women's or gay liberation
(Polikoff2000). The women's movement ofthe 1960s and 70s concentrated on
equality in the workplace and property rights ofwhite middle class married women,
while the gay rights movement concentrated on the issues that primarily touched the
lives ofits white gay male leaders - decriminalization ofsodomy, security clearances
for government workers, and civil rights protection. When lesbians pushed for
inclusion in both movements, however, they expressed as their most compelling issue
the ability of lesbian mothers to retain custody oftheir children upon divorce
(Poliko:ff 2000).
Rusty: This is why we started Our Kids. The gay parents and kids coming out
ofheterosexual marriages needed a safe place to socialize and talk about
problems specific to being gay and having children. These kids were referred
to as "left-overs" and "baggage." There were a lot oflesbians who wanted
nothing to do with women who had children. Oh yeah, it used to be a huge
problem at the Michigan Womyn's Festival. I mean you had these hard core
dykes running around naked, lots ofdrinking and debauchery, but that was the
"theme" you know. We just wanted to thumb our noses at the het world, be
free to do whatever we wanted in a safe space. But over time, children have
become a huge part ofthe celebration*. It has taken a while, but children are
just part ofthe landscape. I guess we've just gotten domesticated! Now, there
is a whole area at the festival devoted to childcare and children are
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welcome... well for the most part. You're always gonna have the few hard
core who think having children is still giving in to patriarchy. Nudity is
restricted to a certain area and you have to be a certain age to get into that
area. What's really cool is that some of the original kids are older now and
come back to the festival every year to help work it or just celebrate with their
parents.(*At last year's Michigan Women's Festival there were over 600
children registered by participating families.)
As Crespi(2001: xx) notes, "We have gone from a generation for whom
parenting was only an option if they had been previously married, to one for whom
childbearing has become not only an option, in some cases, an imperative." Prior to
the recent developments in reproductive technology, several forms of gay and lesbian
families were inconceivable. Beginning in the 1980s, circumstances slowly changed.
Terms such as "gayby boom" "lesbaby phenomenon" and "baby maybe discussion"
have taken their place in the gay lexicon. The availability of donor sperm and the
increased acceptance of lesbians by adoption agencies and courts have changed the
complexion of life for lesbians of today's generation. Due to these social changes,
planned lesbian parenting is a phenomenon that has grown tremendously over the last
three decades(Arnup, 2002).
However, choices and experiences in the early 1980s were limited and
reflected a heterosexual bias. Rusty and Debbie's story is telling. Rusty, Debbie and
their three daughters live on a tree-lined street in the heart of one of Kalamazoo's
many distinctive middle-class neighborhoods. Their neighbors are college professors,
doctors and other professionals. Rusty and Debbie, both approaching 50, have been
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together for 25 years, and according to Debbie "we still like each other." They are
both college graduates with advanced degrees in counseling. In the lexicon oflesbian
life, they might be described as "granolas" with "mudflaps" that is, women who
reflect a more earthy, "60's" sensibility with hair cut short on the head and over the
ears, but long and straight down their backs. When I asked another lesbian who knew
them well to describe Rusty she hesitated, searching for the right expression. ''Not
very fun" is how she ultimately shaped her response. "She never seems to get out of
the politically serious mode. My partner and I like to laugh, drink a beer or two, go
dance now and then, you know, have fun." The woman who had offered her
impression ofRusty was considerably younger. I think her impression is colored by
generational differences and life experiences.
Rusty and Debbie have three daughters; the oldest is 16 and the inseminated
biological daughter ofRusty. Rusty is her legal parent. The younger daughters, 5 and
7, are both adopted from China. Debbie is their legal parent.
Rusty: 21 years ago when Debbie and I decided to research DI (donor
insemination), there were no manuals or guides. We spent three months in
Waldo Library researching options and educating ourselves. Since I was one
ofthe first three "single" women in Michigan to pursue DI, our only option
was through a fertility clinic in Grand Rapids. When I made an appointment
with a doctor to get checked out, to be "certified" as fit for DI, I was told the
exam would cost such and such. I guess he figured out I was a lesbian, 'cause
when I went to pay my bill, they charged me $100 more than I was told on the
phone. I knew why, but what could I do? They were the only game in town.
When the clinic caught on that women who were applying were single or
lesbian they made us take psychological tests (MPI). Married women didn't
have to. Debbie and I lied about being gay. We were both trying to get
pregnant; we alternated each month with insemination.
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Shaking her head, she continues, we were so naive, thinking lesbianism
would not be an issue in 1981. After six months and $1200 we finally gave up
on the clinic route and pursued other means. First, we talked to some gay male
friends, but then a little thing called AIDS came along and that stopped that.
So we eventually talked to a straight friend of ours who already had a family.
We felt he would be less inclined to want to participate in ours. That was
important, we didn't want any outside interference. We - the donor, Debbie,
and I, agreed that we would wait until she was 18 to tell her who her father
was (not is, my words).
A: Does she ever inquire who her father was?
D.: No, not really. Her only comment has been like 'gee, it would be nice to
meet him, but then again I already have a family.'
R.: Then, in 1995, we decided we could handle a couple more kids, but
insemination was out, we were getting too old. I mean the emotional stress
and the physical stress of shots and the whole thing was too much. So we
decided to adopt. A couple of friends of ours here in 'Kzoo' had adopted a
little girl from China and had educated us about the ins and outs of adoption,
at least with this agency, as well as, the horrible situation of little girls in
China. We went through an agency in Philadelphia that had a strong China
program. We were one of the last families to adopt before pressure from
religious right groups here in the United States made it impossible for gays
and lesbians to adopt. It wasn't the adoption agency, but the Chinese
government, pressured by the fundamentalists, that began to deny gays. To
make it not look so blatantly homophobic, they deny adoption to any single
person. Now only married heterosexual couples can adopt Chinese babies.
That particular agency doesn't exist anymore.
With a note of bitterness she adds: It's not like that nowadays. The young
ones get together, and before they buy their first house they have the 'baby
maybe' discussion. They have no idea how hard it was.
Rusty touches on many issues that reflect differences in generational
experiences as well as the cultural-historical processes moving in, through and around
lesbian family formation: institutional hostility, donor sourcing, HIV-AIDS, tri-
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angulation (third party interference), and hostility from within the community. Her
last observation is reflective of changes that have taken place over the last 20 years:
younger lesbians have fewer issues because they embrace their sexuality at an earlier
age and have gained :financial independence; the availability of reproductive
technology, including fewer concerns with HIV-AIDS; the de-medicalization of
fertility; and the decoupling of sexuality and reproduction.
De-medicalization of Fertility - The Sperm Bank of California
The choice to bear a child through donor insemination (DI) was the favored
alternative of younger lesbians with whom I have spoken. Non-biological adoption,
unless for health or age related reasons, was generally the least preferred option.
Perhaps no other institution has had more impact on or been more impacted by
lesbian desire for family than The Sperm Bank of California (TSBC). Founded in
1982 on principles of reproductive freedom by a group of feminist health educators,
TSBC was the first sperm bank and one of only two in the nation today, to deal not
only with doctors, but most importantly, directly with would be mothers, including
heterosexual single women and lesbians. It was also the first to teach women to
inseminate themselves (Seligson 1995). As Barbara Raboy, the director of the sperm
bank states, "We started this program because our clients wanted it. They wanted safe
sperm in the era of AIDS and STDs and they dreaded the complications of lifelong
involvement with a third party. The clinic makes no judgments about women's
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financial or psychological preparations and, so far, there are no state health
regulations to determine if women are suitable to receive donor sperm." (Emphasis
added)
Mary and Ali (1980-1990) "Like Ordering Out of a Catalog"
In late spring I arranged to meet with two women who lived on the west side
of Kalamazoo. They are friends of Rusty and Debbie's, attend the same church, and
have appeared with them on several discussion panels concerning gay, lesbian, bi
sexual, and transgendered (GLBT) community issues. They too could be seen as a
"poster family." Ali and Mary, both in their late thirties, live five minutes from the
campus of Western Michigan University (WMU). Their ranch style house situated on
a comer lot could be in Anywhere, America.
Inside the fenced backyard, behind the detached garage with its net-less
basketball rim, lay bright primary colored plastic trucks, balls, and buckets of an
active two-year-old (almost three I would be corrected subsequently!) The only
indication that the occupants of this home might be the least bit unusual, is the
presence of a large rainbow flag draped down the front of the garage. As a lesbian
myself, I am acutely aware of the subtle (and not so subtle) signals my "tribe" can
display to signal that we are "in the house" ... rainbow bead necklaces, rainbow car
deodorizers, rainbow car stickers, rainbow nose plugs. If it's large enough to
accommodate some facsimile of a rainbow, we'll figure out a way to display it! I
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wonder sometimes, however, if"Mr. Joe Hetero" realizes that the rainbow is the
universal sign for gay pride and not just a colorful decoration? How would the
neighbors feel if they knew we were living among them?
There are no cars in the driveway, but the clear imprints of booted feet in the
light dusting of snow which fell this morning is quietly reassuring. At least I have not
arrived on the wrong day for our appointment. I hesitate to knock knowing that
Charles is down for his nap. Ali, dressed in jeans and a plaid shirt, is waiting for me
as I walk up the driveway. I am at ease immediately. She has a very pleasant and
open manner, warm and unaffected. Ali apologizes for the "mess" (not by my
standards) and offers, "it's just what happens with a two-year-old." Though Mary is

Charles's birth mother, Ali, her partner of 14 years is the stay-at-home parent. Mary
is a doctoral student at WMU preparing to defend her dissertation in the summer. Ali,
though she has an MA in Counseling Psychology, is staying at home with Charles
while she recovers from lingering health issues.
Ali offers that Mary is on her way and should be here any minute. Taking a
seat on a well-worn sofa across from the plate glass window, I pause a moment to
look around the room. To my right is a floor to ceiling entertainment center with a
TV, VCR, books and photos. The room is full of photos, on the walls, the furniture, in
groupings large and small, photos of Mary and Ali's commitment ceremony,
grandparents, friends, and of course, Charles. Ali takes a seat to my left and the small
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talk comes easily, primarily focused on my research and my personal history. I find
this ritual levels the playing field to some extent.
Looking out the window I see that Mary has arrived. She strides up the porch
and enters with a wide smile and a firm handshake. Pulling a chair from the dining
room table, Mary sits next to Ali and reaches for her hand. I open the conversation by
asking where they had grown up. Rarely did I need to ask any questions after that.
Midway through this initial meeting a sleepy little voice drifts from the back
bedroom, "I'm through with my nap, now." Mary gets up and retrieves Charles. A
sleepy little angel comes out to see me; he peers at me with one eye open as he
sleepily rubs the other. His "binkie," a pacifier, is firmly clamped in his mouth.
Charles snuggles with Mary and begins to nurse as we continue our conversation.
They do not temper their conversation to accommodate Charles's presence. We
continue to speak, as before, words such as gay, lesbian, etc., are not hushed. After
awhile Charles decides I am ok and joins me on the sofa to show me the hearts he
made for his mommies at day care this morning. The shapes and colors are words he
knows and can apply appropriately. He is adorable with brown wavy hair and eyes of
liquid chocolate.
M.: We are both products of Southwest Michigan, graduated high school in
the area and attended Western. Ali and I met at a dance in 1987 or 1988
hosted by an organization called Lavender Morning. It's no longer a going
concern, but it used to be a real mobilizing force in the social lives oflesbians
in Kalamazoo. Though we both had been aware ofour own sexual attractions
to the same sex, neither one ofus had acted upon it until we met each other,
and even then it took us a couple ofyears to get it all figured out. In 1989 we
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had our own commitment ceremony and we consider ourselves, along with
Charles ofcourse, our "nuclear family."
I am told that immediately after getting together they considered children.
When asked what factors weighed into their decision to have Charles when they did
they both said it was "built on faith." Yet, in subsequent conversations it is revealed
that insurance benefits for Mary and the experiences ofclose friends who had been
"through the steps," most influenced the timing oftheir decision.

A.: We wanted children right away. We had heard through the grape vine
about The Sperm Bank ofCalifornia (TSBC), and two things most influenced
our decision to use TSBC: we did not want to have to deal with a "donor dad"
in our lives (as an example, they relate the horrors experienced by Lindsey
and Melanie, two lesbian characters on Showtime 's Queer as Folk) and we
wanted guarantees that the sperm was virus free. We had heard Rusty and
Debbie's 'horror stories' with the fertility clinic and we wanted nothing to do
with it. It was no more difficult than ordering a shirt from Lands End. You
just look over the catalog, fill out the form, send in your credit card number
and you're done. $260.00 plus weekend delivery rates! Dad arrived on dry ice,
we broke out the turkey baster, and we got pregnant the first time. Now we
have our beautiful son Charles."

Though Ali did not acknowledge it, Mary offered in a later conversation, that
the most important reason for using TSBC was due to "Linda," a Nurse Practitioner
who served as the representative or "agent" ofTSBC. As such, she preauthorizes or
"signs off'' on the application papers thereby certifying the physical fitness ofthe
applicant. There are no psychological tests, as there were with Rusty and Debbie, and
no home visits. Mary states that Ali "is convinced that 'Linda' was the 'magic thing'
that made it all go so easy. She's convinced it would not have happened if 'Linda'
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were not on our side, we knew her pretty well, socially, but she is not gay. But I think
it might be relatively easy regardless."
After researching TSBC website, I found Ali's persistent anxiety interesting.
Right up front TSBC states that they exist in large part for a single and lesbian
clientele. Ali and Mary chose from hundreds of available donors at TSBC. Their
particular donor was Jewish, though neither of the women are. They have an eleven
page profile, which documents the donor's family medical history back two
generations. Their donor is a ''yes" donor, which means Charles has the option of
contacting him when Charles turns 18. Mary and Ali consciously made the decision
to have a ''yes" donor. They felt it was important for Charles to have the option at 18,
but have no interference from the donor before then.
Mary and Ali attend Phoenix Community Church (PCC). PCC is one of three
or four gay "affirming" churches in the Kalamazoo area.
A.: We attended parenting classes there and must admit that it is now the focal
point of our social lives. Our social lives changed after we had Charles, as
most parents do, our closest :friends now have children, too. The church held a
baby shower for us and I bet it took four hours to open all the gifts.
I was curious why they attended this particular church if there were that many
gay affirming churches in Kalamazoo. I had gotten rather mixed impressions of PCC
from other women I had spoken with. One woman referred to it as a little too "self
helpish for my liking, it just felt like their emphasis is on 'we are here because we are
different. "'
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A: I am under the impression that there are at least 3 probably more 'gay
friendly' churches here in Kalamazoo. Given that, why do you choose to
attend Phoenix Church? What is it that stands out for you over the other
options?
M.: Cyril Colonius, who was a founding pastor, was from my home church
where I grew up in Mattawan. He was kicked out of the church when it was
learned that he was gay. This prompted him to form Phoenix with an out
lesbian pastor and some friends. I was not part of that group at the time. When
I came out, I was becoming less agnostic, and we went to Phoenix to check it
out. We got interested in the couples stuff, and itjust stuck, I guess. Cyril
performed our ceremony. (Commitment Ceremony)
A: Where is Phoenix located?
M.: Phoenix rents space from Sky Ridge Church of the Brethren.
A.: Brethren? That sounds a little "Deliverance" like to me!
M.: (Laughing) I guess it would. Actually they are a Mennonite group, real
pacifist and peace loving. They are totally cool and it's more thanjust a
landlord/tenant situation. We share some services, especially around lent, and
other social events.
A.: And everyone gets along OK?
M.: (Laughing) Yeah, you know with children and food there is always
commonalities. Picnics are pretty fun.
AB: What denomination is Phoenix associated with?
M.: United Church of Christ.
A.: Is your congregation growing?
M.: Actually, no. We have remained pretty static and there is some concern
within the congregation.
A.: Now, this is notjust a gay church, right?
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M.: Right, we have some straight members.
Ali and Mary's association and involvement with a church fell to one extreme
along a continuum of organized involvement. Many women rejected all religion as
patriarchal and homophobic. Some women practiced a combination of"individual
spirituality" and organized religious celebration around major Christian holidays, due
to the desire to expose their children to some form of"affirming" spirituality. Many
refused to use the term "religion" because it was too closely tied to institutions of
oppression. But no matter where they fell along this continuum, due to the presence
of children in their lives, issues concerning religion, church attendance or religious
instruction for their children, though once settled (or not) as personal demons, had to
be continuously renegotiated in their daily lives.
As my time with Ali and Mary came to a close, I asked Mary to identify one
of the many family portraits they had hanging in their home and tell me what she saw
when she looked at the picture. I wanted to capture, in her own words, the essence of
what she named "family:"
M.: I like the picture hanging in our living room taken at Penney's. They've
been pretty cool to us. It was kind of awkward at first, but once they got the
dynamics down, it has been no big deal. Looking at the picture she continues,
I still had some extra fullness in my face from the pregnancy, but I'm happy
with the picture. I feel very happy when I see the picture. Ali is holding
Charles, equally sharing the responsibility for him with me. Charles looks like
his is flying, very free. But, I feel a touch of sadness, because although you
can't tell in the picture who is the biological Mom ... to me, Ali is a bit
removed looking. As much as we might want to see one family, I still know
that there are barriers to her complete legal involvement, her complete
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affirmation as an equal in the process. It seems ridiculous to place so much
significance on recognition 'by the man,' but that is the world we live in.
Public Policy
Lesbian and gay men, acting on their desire to bear, adopt and raise children
have elicited a wide range of responses, both pro and con. The development of policy
and law affecting the lives of lesbian and gay parents has been shaped by the distinct
place of family law within the federal system (Polikoff2000). Three states, Florida,
Mississippi, and Utah have laws that explicitly prohibit gay and lesbian individuals
and/or couples from adopting (Bennett 2002). In a report issued by the Human Rights
Campaign on the State of the Family (2002) it is noted that of the 47 remaining states,
10 ''tend to discriminate" against same-sex adoption; 20 states and the District of
Columbia have "demonstrated an openness to same-sex parents adopting; and in the
remaining 1 7 states, there is too little case precedence to make a determination.
Second-parent adoption, though financially burdensome and time consuming
is the best way to provide a framework of protection for children and same-sex
couples. In a second-parent adoption, the partner of the biological or adoptive parent
also adopts the child, thereby providing the child with two legal parents instead of
one. Several couples I spoke with were not willing to "expose" (voluntarily open their
family, home, and relationship to the courts) themselves to "legal demons" of second
parent adoption. They were fearful of that "brief time span" when the biological
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mother "must sign away her rights and before the second-parent adoption has taken
place." They see that opening as a "pit" where all sorts of"legal demons could jump
out and take our children away." Much of what they base their information on is
hearsay and second hand information. No one that I met actually knew someone who
had lost her children during this process.
According to a Human Rights Campaign Report published in September
2002, Michigan Courts "appear to support gay and lesbian individuals and second
parent adoptions, however, it was difficult to assess because judges use a "best
interest of the child" standard." Judges apply a "best interest of the child" standard,
which can be used to hinder or help a parent's options depending on the judge's
personal inclination. In states where gay and lesbian parenting is not impeded by case
law, a judge opposed to gay and lesbian parenting often has plenty of room to decide
against the gay or lesbian parent. Conversely, a judge sympathetic to a parent's plight
can often soften the mitigation. Thus the life of an individual lesbian parent is
determined primarily by factors that resist overarching generalizations, including such
elements as the lawyer she can afford to retain, or the judge assigned to the case.
There could be no better example than the "Judge in Washtenaw County."
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The Judge in Washtenaw County - Urban Legend or Fact?
Central to most conversations I had with lesbian families were issues of coparent and second-parent legal rights. No matter when or where conversations took
place, we would eventually return to this particular topic. Whether due to the high
profile custody cases appearing on the hard news, as well as popular ''News
Magazine" shows, the very public support of celebrities like Rosie O'Donnell, or the
fact that these women must organize and negotiate their everyday parenting around
their lack of legal rights and their children, this topic was never far from the surface.
Almost as if recalling a sighting of Elvis, references to "a Judge in Washtenaw
County" would surface in conversations. Some women were reluctant to talk at all
about this near mythical being.
Ali and Mary: We have heard about a woman who is involved in a co
adoption case in Grand Rapids. We heard this woman was told by a judge in
Kalamazoo that co-adoption for gays and lesbians 'would never happen in
Kalamazoo' and if word gets out to other jurisdictions that Grand Rapids is
granting or becoming known as a 'gay friendly' court they will be shut down.
Karen and I were talking one day about her frustrations of knowing
"heterosexual privilege" and wanting those benefits to accrue in her lesbian
relationship when she offered this example:
Karen: Let's say I wanted to have a child with Cynthia. We would have to
take into consideration where we could live that would make it easier to create
that family. I know a couple of women who worked at Western (Western
Michigan University) who wanted to have a baby. They gave up two great
jobs at WMU to take two lesser jobs in order to live in Washtenaw County
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because there is ajudge there that will grant co-adoption. On the flip side, we
are counseled to avoid Ottawa County and Kent County because ofthe
conservative nature ofthe courts and the politics.
Even Alexa and Deirdra had heard the rumors. When I asked them ifthey
would pursue second-parent adoption ifand when Alexa became a naturalized citizen
they responded:
We've thought a lot about it, but we're not sure what to do. We have taken all
the legal steps available to us short ofthat...wills, living wills, power of
attorney, doctors orders, everything we can think 0£ We are not concerned
with interference from my (Deirdra) family and Alexa's mother lives in
Germany and is supportive ofus. We have learned ofajudge in Washtenaw
County that is more open to co-adoption, but there is that real scary moment
when you sign away all your legal rights...and besides you would have to live
in that county to pursue it.
Several months later Rusty and I were having lunch on the campus ofWestern
Michigan University. I related to her the many references to thisjudge, which I had
gathered. Looking up from her veggie burger she answered very matter offact:
Rusty: It's no legend, oh yeah, he exists ...but we've gotten lazy, complacent.
We don't work the system anymore, we expect the system to work for us,
well, I got news for you, the other shoe is going to drop, and real soon, too. I
mean, really, those two youjust told me about not pursuing co-adoptionjust
need to get creative. I know several women who moved in with friends, you
know, rented a bedroom for six months to establish residency. Got the
paperwork going, forked over the money and are done with it all. We'vejust
forgotten how to be creative. We've lost our edge.
Not long after this encounter with Rusty "the shoe did literally drop." On
June 4, 2002 Washtenaw County ChiefJudge Archie Brown banned the practice of
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second-parent adoption. The Second Parent Program, which was created by Judge
Nancy Francis seven years ago, was the only program in Michigan to allow
unmarried couples, same-sex or heterosexual, to adopt children. The Second Parent
Program is modeled after stepparent adoption process. One parent will adopt a child
as a single parent, and then the other partner will follow, applying for second-parent
adoption. When a family goes into court, the judge terminates the first person's
parental rights and grants rights to both parents. This is the "black hole," ''the pit with
monsters" that many ofthe women referred to.
In a statement to the Free Press, Brown stated that the fact that gay couples
were able to adopt had no bearing on his decision. He also stated that the program
violated a state law that only allowed single people and married couples to adopt. An
attorney I spoke with who had been handling several second-parent adoption cases
summed it up like this. "His interpretation is such that rather than provide an
individualized case-by-case assessment as to whether an adoption by same-sex
couples or unmarried heterosexual couples is in the best interest ofthe child, he has
chosen to narrowly interpret existing statutes to stick it to the queers" (Personal
Communication June, 2002).
"Jesus, I am so angry. I'm a good parent. We are all good parents. What
totally sucks is that ifwe adopt, only one ofus will be recognized legally. How can
that make for a healthy relationship or healthy kids?" These words were spoken
almost pleadingly to me as I sat with a group oflesbian mothers around the 'junior"
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pool at a local "Y" (YMCA) watching an assortment of brown and pink wrinkled
bottoms wade in and out the shimmering water. One week after Judge Brown's ruling
the shock waves were still being felt. "Screwed," "disheartened," "discouraged" were
all adjectives I heard in the morning's conversation. Though no previously granted
second-parent adoptions would be rescinded, everyone knew someone who had been
located at one point or another along the trail to legal recognition. The trail to the
Promised Land had been barricaded once again.
Even the fact that these women were taking advantage of membership at the
YMCA under a newly adopted ''family plan for alternative families," was small or
little comfort. For in accepting the membership, they had to acknowledge that the
United Way, while a major funding source of organizations like the YMCA,
simultaneously funded homophobic groups such as the Boy Scouts of America and
denied benefits to same-sex partners of individuals killed in the attacks of September
11, 2001. Sometimes it feels like the "birdcage" is made of barbed wire that tears at
your very soul.
Alexa and Deirdra (1990-2000) "Catalog II - Show me the money"
Deirdra Conners and Alexa Schroeder live in a "lake" community outside of
Detroit. White Lake is but one of hundreds of small lakes that daisy chain together in
this area, creating communities of upper middle-class families. I had been given the
name of this couple by a professor in my department. She had met Deirdra and Alexa
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during the lengthy process of adopting her own daughter from Guatemala and had
asked them if they would be interested in talking with me about their experiences of
creating a family through the adoption process.
As I mentioned earlier, I arrived at their home early one Saturday morning to
spend time with them.Deirdra, Alexa, their daughter Mari, short for Maribel
Schroeder Conners, and a white lab named Kayla, all welcomed me into their
spacious and contemporary home. Dressed very casually in work out clothes, they
had been taking turns on the treadmill and entertaining Mari. Deirdra and Alexa have
lived here for a couple of years and have done all the updating themselves. The
interior is open and light, the walls and carpeting are assorted shades of off-white, as
are the furnishings. If you disregard the fact that the two adults in the house are both
women, you would not be aware of any differences from any other home with a pre
toddler in it. There are toys and "baby proofing devices," bouncy seats and strollers, a
general picture of chaos, yet the atmosphere is very calm and quiet.
The bookshelves are filled with pictures of smiling faces ... "family" pictures
ofDeirdra, Alexa, and Mari, as well as friends, both gay and straight, and their
children. Alexa excuses herself to put Mari down for a nap. Mari is simply beautiful.
At nine months of age, she possesses skin the color of a penny, full red cheeks,
straight black hair, eyes of polished onyx, and a toothy grin. This is the little one
whose grandfather had once referred to as the "lowest of the low." She is very curious
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about this new person in her space, but not curious enough to want to sit with me for
a moment.
While Alexa is in the back of the house, Deirdra and I exchange small talk
about the location of the house, the lake through the large window, and the joys of
canoeing. Deirdra is a very engaging young woman with a quick smile. I have
primarily dealt with her in all correspondence and find myself liking her immediately.
Alexa rejoins us and takes a seat at the opposite end of the table across from me.
Deirdra is seated to my immediate right with her back to the window and the lake.
Alexa seems a little more closed off from me than Deirdra, not unfriendly, just
a little reserved. As the day moves on, I come to believe this is due to her
"Gerrnanness" as she puts it. During the course of our conversation, especially as she
speaks about her mother and the differences of living in the US and Germany, I
realize that the initial reservation is very natural for her and has nothing to do with
me. The body language of both women is loose and confident, the language of
athletic bodies. My friends would refer to them as "lipstick lesbians," stylish,
moneyed, slightly on the "fem" side. They tell me that they are completely
comfortable talking with me and laugh about how it might be "good therapy" to hear
themselves express how they came to certain decisions.
A.: (With a German accent) Deirdra and I met at work. We are both physical
therapists. We worked together, but we don't anymore. No, no not anymore,
that would not be good. I could not work with my partner. What would you
have to talk about at night? It would just be too much togetherness. Too much,
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too much (shaking her head). I met Deirdra and knew this was the one, this
was my love for life.
D.: Yeah, pretty much that was it. It is better that we don't work together. We
can better arrange our days for day care. I'm off two days, Alexa is off two
days, and my mother stays with her the other day. The three days we work we
work 12-hour days. We both like the schedule and we don't have to put Mari
in day-care.
Author: When did you start thinking about children? (The fact that I can even
ask this question is significant and speaks to how the "imagings" have
changed.)
D.: Alexa and I have been together 7 years now. Alexa knew right away she
wanted to have a baby, but I had more misgivings. I did not think I was ready
for all the responsibility, I was still a big kid and wasn't sure I was ready
(Deirdra was 30 when they met). I had more misgivings about being a lesbian
and having kids. I just thought about all kinds of stuff...family, friends,
society, I had to get ok with all of that first. Alexa and I were in different
places as far as being 'out.' I wasn't out to my family yet, or work. I knew if
we had a child it would change everything and I would have to change how I
lived. We could not be in the closet and have kids.
Author: What got you to a place where you were comfortable with the idea?
A.: (Laughing) My nagging probably.
D.: (Smiling at Alexa) Part of it was how much I knew it meant to Alexa, but
a large part of it was I knew I wanted to settle down, I wanted to be more
centered or grounded.
A.: The counselor was big for you, yes?
Author: Did you see a couple's counselor?
Alexa takes over: No, no, it was a counselor we had to see through the clinic.
We could get the sperm from The Sperm Bank of California (TSBC), but we
had to be checked out by a doctor. Nothing negative, you just have to prove
that you are in good health and then see a counselor, mainly just to talk with
them about any fears or anxieties you might be having. This was very good
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for Deirdra. (Notice the difference between Alexa's attitude toward "being
checked out" and that of Ali's.)
D.: Yeah, ironically, this counselor diffused all my fears. The counselor was
male, heterosexual, and an ex-priest. I was raised a very traditional Catholic
you see, but he told me that we should have children, that we would make
excellent parents. Part ofmy reluctance was wondering about what kind of
problems this child was going to have when he/she reached school age and
had to answer questions from other kids, you know how cruel kids can be.
Something he said really stuck with me, he said that kids have all kinds of
issues to deal with; the sexuality ofhis/her parents would be no bigger issue
than any other. We were the ones making an issue out ofit right now, how
could we know what things would be like in ten years? No one knows, right?
He embodied all the permission I needed After that, I was totally with the
program. (Emphasis added)
What is interesting about Deirdra's fears is that they do not reflect any
personal history ofactual discrimination. Deirdra's story tells us more about the
meaning she attaches to being a lesbian than about her concrete experiences.
Author: But Mari is adopted. Who was trying to get pregnant?
D.: Alexa always wanted to give birth, but I really had no desire at all. I mean,
don't get me wrong, I am a good mother (Alexa nods in agreement) I just
never felt the urge, you know, the 'need' to give birth myself, not like Alexa.
A.: So I tried for a whole year (unlike Mary who got pregnant on the first
attempt). After almost a year I got pregnant, but I miscarried in the first
trimester. We began talking about adoption after that, I did not think I could
go through all the hormone shots again. I was approaching 40.
What's even more ironic is that we, a couple oflesbians, have become the
poster family for referrals. Whenever women, gay or straight, wanting to have
an insem baby approaches the clinic, they ask us ifwe will share our
experiences with them. There seems to be a network ofwomen who are
having babies in this area.
D.: My oldest friend from high school and her partner have a baby boy thanks
to TSBC. We really never considered any other source. We didn't want to put
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up with involvement from the donor and we know that all sperm is frozen for
6 months to kill any virus. Once we were in the pipeline, we just ordered out
of the catalog and got the turkey baster ready.
I noted their use of the term "insem" baby. I remembered Rusty's reference to
a "hierarchy of children" that exists among gays and lesbians. That is, the
inseminated babies, who have no ties to the heterosexual world, are considered the
"glamour children" at the top of the hierarchy; the adopted babies, depending on
ethnicity and ability, as well as intra-family or extra-family adoption, shake out next,
with "left-overs," or "baggage" the children from heterosexual marriages at the
bottom of the hierarchy. I decided to ask Alexa and Deirdra if they had ever heard of
these terms or if they would even concur with that description.
D: I've never heard of those terms, "glamour child" or "baggage," but I guess
I can see how that might come about. I mean, even I had misgivings about
adopting a child of color. Would I love a child any more if Alexa had given
birth? I can't imagine that would be possible. Today, Mari is the center of this
family (she means her extended biological family). We get together just so
everyone can googoo over her. Before she came to us, we hardly ever got
together with them (her parents), but now we go out to their house every
Sunday afternoon without fail.
I am beginning to think that these descriptions of children are to some degree
a consequence of class differences, but more importantly, linked to a historical
trajectory. Rusty and Debbie, as well as their cohorts, slightly older and at the edge of
the social movements that opened up the possibilities for imagined families, have had
much different experiences than lesbians constructing families in the l 990's and later.
Children in the 60's and 70's could be very painful reminders of a life you were

67
forced to maintain or a life you left behind. Many ofthe younger lesbians, especially
those under 40, had rarely stopped to consider how their "seeming limitless freedom"
to create families might be viewed by older lesbians.
D.: You know Alexa and I have never experienced any resistance to us as a
couple or as a "family" by the greater community. I guess the worst has been
my family, but it is all good now. I don't know, maybe I am naive, maybe our
time will come and we will get our wake-up call, but we don't sit around
waiting for the other shoe to drop. We pretty much live our lives and people
just seem to be not very bothered.
A.: Most ofour friends we see on a regular basis are heterosexual. They have
known us forever and are totally supportive. We met the greatest couple from
a small town in Missouri who was also adopting a baby. They had never
known any gay people, or so they think, and now they consider us some of
their best friends. We correspond regularly over email and they can't wait to
show us off to their friends at home as their 'gay friends.' Marty, the husband
was just shocked when Sue told him we were gay. He said 'no way ... they
don't look like how gay people are supposed to look.'
I think part ofme, the part that is 48, wanted them to realize how 'good they
had it,' so I steered them into a different topic. Maybe they would hear their own
words and have a flash of insight. I didn't have the guts to confront it directly. In the
end, it just hung in the air and drifted away when our attention was diverted.
Author: How much do you think you spent over that year in your attempt to
get pregnant?
D.: Well, you had full coverage for infertility (looking at Alexa) .. .so that was
covered. The sperm was about $300 a shot...maybe a couple ofthousand, I
guess?
Author: And Mari, how much do you think the adoption ultimately cost?
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D.: (Pausing a moment to add.figures in her head) With travel and all the
paper work, attorney fees and such...probably around $25,000. But, we will
recoup a part of that through federal and Michigan tax credits. I believe right
now it is $5,000 and it is going up in Michigan to $10,000. So like I said, in
order to adopt again, we have to have quite a chunk of change!
Soft singing drifts from the back of the house. Mari has awakened from her
nap and is serenading her menagerie of stuffed animals. Alexa moves into the kitchen
to prepare lunch for Mari. Deirdra brings in the hi-chair and places it between us. As
Deirdra spoons strained carrots and peas into Mari's eager mouth, we sip our tea and
continue to talk.
Author: I notice you wear matching rings on your ring fingers. Did you have
some sort of ceremony? In a church?
A.: Yes, a year after we met we had a ceremony conducted by an ex-Baptist
minister who left his church and started this church. We don't attend church;
we got hitched and never went back.
D.: I don't feel the need to do organized religion. I was raised in the Catholic
Church and have spent a lot of time getting over all that.
A.: I would like to go to church, but the closest one, the one where we had our
ceremony is 45 minutes away. I would like to go; I like the quiet, the still.
And I feel it is important for our daughter to have some teaching.
Mari, painted in peas and carrots, squirms to break free of her throne and get
to the floor where her toys and the always-tempting kitty-cat tail reside. The cat has
finally joined us by crawling under the area rug. Her languidly swishing tail is the
only evidence of her presence. Mari has a bead on it.
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Morningstar/Casa Quivira - The Role oflnstitutional Actors
In a study conducted ofthe interaction between lesbian mothers and social
workers during second or co-parent adoption proceedings in California, Susan Dalton
and Sarah Fenstermaker (2002: 183) were able to demonstrate that "all models of
institutional change - change resulting from the frequent and regular contestation of
institutionally embedded normative standards - are interactional in character."
That is, social workers as agents ofinstitutions, because offace-to-face interaction
with those who "violate standards" (lesbians seeking adoption), contribute to the
subversion of accepted institutional practice and therefore, contribute to structural
change. These changes in the "micro" structure can contribute to changes in the
"macro" institutional structure, according to Dalton and Fenstermaker, because
"institutional structures draw their justification, rationale and power from the
accumulated meanings ofinteractions"(l 84).
This intersubjective nature ofinstitutional change can clearly be seen in the
interaction between the social workers and institutional agents working with Deirdra
and Alexa. I asked them how they had picked the adoption agency they used? How
had they heard about it?
D.: Word ofmouth. There is like this "Guatemalan Mafia" in this area. We
know some straight people who had adopted through this agency and once we
were ok with adopting a child ofcolor, we just took the path ofleast
resistance. The agency is the Morningstar Agency here in the U.S. and its
counter part in Guatemala is Casa Quivira. Morningstar has an office in St.
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Louis and here. Morningstar really directed us toward Guatemala. The process
is really easy, well, easy in that they do not care if you are lesbian at all. The
volume of paper work was just incredible. For a while there, whichever one of
us had a day off spent the whole day running down this document or that
document. Getting references, financial statements, etc.
It was very obvious that Alexa and I are a couple, we did not try to hide that
at all. The caseworker actually helped us a lot with how to present ourselves
in the documents so there would not be any trouble with Casa Quivira or with
INS (Immigration and Natura1.iz.ation Service).
A.: The in home visit was really nothing. She (case worker) just checks out
the home, making sure your house and property are safe and secure, that you
live in a good area and can provide for the child properly.
D.: Yeah, she asked how we would insure the baby's safety with the lake out
here and even gave us some tips how to baby proof the deck. Bottom
line ... they have no problem with us being gay.
A.: In fact, they rewrote the home visit report so that it indicates that Deirdra
and I are not a couple, that Deirdra is the adopting person, the true parent and
I am just someone who lives here and will help take care of the baby, like an
additional care giver. I don't like thinking of myself in those terms, but what
can you do?
CB: Do you really think that INS doesn't have any idea that lesbian or gay
couples are adopting lots of these babies?
A.: Oh, I'm sure they do, but they choose to look the other way. I think Casa
Quivira probably has no doubts that we are together, too, but we just did not
flaunt it when we were there or in our paper work. The caseworker from
Morningstar really helped us with how to present ourselves. They could not
have been more helpful. The area coordinator calls us from time to time
asking us if we will take another one, she says, 'you are the best option for
these children, you are great parents.' So there!! (Looking at Deirdra) But I
cannot convince Deirdra that now is a good time to adopt another!
D.: Show me the money!
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Karen and Cynthia (1990-2000) ''Like Candy from a Pez Machine"
I met Karen at the beginning of the winter semester of school while standing
in line to pay for books at the University bookstore. It was a "gaydar" moment, that
instinctive moment for gays and lesbians, signaled by body, clothes, hair, jewelry,
style "look," posture, when you know you are in the presence of ''family," your
"tribe," your "People". Ok, so the rainbow beads around her neck were a dead give
away. We did the "side-glance-dance" and finally began small talk as we walked back
to our respective offices. She let me know she is a grad student at Western and lives
with her 14-year-old daughter. She thought perhaps we had met working on Prop A. I
thought I just wanted to get to know her. She is bright, involved, out, and open. I was
immediately conflicted - friend or facilitator. Ouch! I viscerally understood what we
had been intellectually debating in ethnographic methods class, what to do when the
lines get blurry? This was not going to be easy. We agreed to meet at Karen's
apartment on Sunday afternoon so that I might see her home and meet and talk with
Katie.
When Sunday rolled around it was an unusually mild day and I was in a
relaxed and up beat frame of mind. I knew that Katie had had a sleep over with three
or four of her friends the night before, and hoped that the two of them were not going
to be too tired to talk for an extended period of time. The fact that Katie's friends are
welcome and comfortable in a "lesbian" household is significant. As noted earlier,
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Katie is "out" to her friends about her Mom's sexuality and is, in Karen's words, "an
ally for all gay, lesbian, bi-sexual and transgendered people." I arrived at the
appointed time and found the apartment without too much trouble. They live in a
sprawling complex of colonial architecture. I had been instructed to look for the
carved hearts on the front door and found it promptly. Karen and Katie live in a two
bedroom apartment on the lower level of a three-story building. The apartment is
small and cozy, full of pictures, a china hutch, and soft overstuffed furniture.
Something yummy is cooking on the stovetop and the windows sweat with the effort
of containing the bodies and heat. I am given a very short tour and catch myself
wondering how they manage in such a small space.
Katie occupies the larger of the two bedrooms. This is the room of a typical
teenager: the floor can almost be seen through an assortment of clothes, magazines,
shoes, CDs and assorted papers. Her walls are covered with life size posters of the
latest male movie "hotties," Josh Hartnett, and several of the Backstreet Boys or 'N'
Sync (J can't tell them apart and did not want to expose myself to this lack of
"hipness"). Katie has her own TV at the foot of her bed, but I did not get the feeling

that she preferred to spend her time alone, or cut off from here mother. My sense was
that fashion and decor were not placed in a high priority, but were second to comfort
and ease of maintenance. This was confirmed when Karen offered that "doing
chores" was not a priority. As a working mother, college student, and dating woman,
she did not have a lot of time or money to be concerned with such things. The kitchen

73
area was very small and opened into the area that was designed to be a small dining
area, but housed the computer and study table instead.
We came back into the living area and I settled onto the large sofa with Katie.
Karen sat to my immediate left in a comfortable overstuffed chair. The TV in front of
us was tuned to the US v Canada hockey match with the sound off. Karen offered tea.
Upon returning, a fat lazy cat named Cleo climbed into her lap and she began to
answer questions, unconsciously stroking Cleo and gently rocking in her chair. Katie
curled up in her corner of the sofa and listened intently as we talked. Soon she too
would enter into the conversation, but I sensed she was not sure yet what her role
would be in all of this. She did say that her Mom told her ''this was very important
work and I needed to be involved." I asked her if she wanted to be and she answered
"definitely."
This was a new arrangement for me. Unlike the previous women I had spoken
with, Karen, Katie, and Cynthia represented what could be viewed as a "stepfamily"
arrangement. Unlike the other women who you have met who transitioned from non
parenthood to parenthood and included a child or children into an already formed
unit, stepfamily transition is more complicated. Biological parents and children need
to transform from single parent status to family status while the stepparent moves
from nonparent to parent role within this already formed family. I felt prepared,
having read some literature (Demo and Allen 1995, 1996; Lynch 2000), to ask
relevant and informed questions about the "myths regarding stepfamily formation,"
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the "difficulties of becoming a family," and the "lack of rules and rituals symbolizing
the beginning of a family." Very quickly, my agenda was thrown out after I asked the
first question: Whom do you consider family?
Karen: Well, my emotional family is Katie, Cynthia, and I (Cynthia is the
woman Karen has been monogamously datingfor the past 2.5 years.) But, the
basic unit, I guess is Katie and me. I won't live with Cynthia, or anyone for
that matter, until Katie is on her own. When Katie's Dad and I divorced, I got
into another relationship with a very controlling man, and it was not good for
Katie or for me, for that matter. We lived together and it was not good. I
won't do that again.
Author: So the issue is not that you are fearful of complications or
interference from Katie's Dad or the court system or anything like that, but
your own choice?
Karen: Right, I don't want to share parenting. Joe and I are Katie's parents,
we make the decisions about Katie and that has no bearing on my relationship
with Cynthia. Cynthia is involved with everything, I mean, she and Katie are
like best buds, they love to do things together and they get along great, it's
just that decisions about Katie are mine. I don't want to share that with anyone
else, except her Dad, of course.
Author: Is this not difficult for Cynthia?
Karen: Certainly, I would venture to say it is one of the greatest sources of
friction in our relationship. The other is her inability to come out to her
biological family. Cynthia stills lives pretty deep in the closet and I feel that it
will limit the development of our relationship. Once I came out, I made the
decision to come all the way out. I won't live a lie and I don't want Katie to
be confused about what is good and bad or right or wrong. We (she means
Katie and Karen) have had talks about Cynthia's fear of coming out, you
know, that she is afraid of losing her biological family and how painful that
might be. Katie understands that, but I can't condone it. I support Cynthia in
her attempts to get there, and I am sure some of it is a result of her age. She is
pretty young (25).
Cynthia is really caught sometimes, especially when Katie, as adolescents
tend to do, gets smart mouth with me and Cynthia wants to say something, but
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really has no authority to do so. I know it is hard for her, but she is included in
all the larger or extended family gatherings. She is included in all the holiday
events, I mean my family (Karen's Mom, Dad, and sister) all know and like
her. She will always be welcome at the gatherings, but as long as Katie lives
with me, I will not co-habit with another person and no one else will be
involved with co-parenting.
Author: And Joe is OK with you being gay? He has never threatened to take
Katie? How old was Katie when you divorced?
Karen: No, Joe has been totally supportive. I know I am lucky. Katie was two
when we divorced.
Katie has remained pretty quiet through this conversation. She pipes up to say
that her Dad's fiance "really, really likes you Mom and she (Katie) thinks it is great
that Dad will get re-married." They speak easily, comfortably about Joe. Karen and
Katie banter with each other more like girlfriends than like mother and daughter. I
must qualify this by saying that my own experience with my mother is SO different
that this probably colors my perception of their relationship. Words like lesbian, gay,
queer, dyke, and homo flow in and out of the conversation with great ease and
comfort. At one point Karen and I are talking about some good looking male actor (I

can't remember which one) and Katie laughs and says ''wouldn't he be shocked to
know that he has a huge lesbian following."
Author: Have you ever heard the terms "left-over," "insem glamour child" or
"hierarchy of children?''
Karen: No, never. What do they mean?
I explain the terms and Katie is the first to respond.
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Katie: I am somewhat offended. I am nobody's leftover; I don't come
wrapped in aluminum foil.
Karen: (laughing) That's my girl! I can see how that probably came out ofthat
group that Rusty had (Our Kids). You know, that group was started quite
some time ago, when things were not as easy as they are today. Most kids in
gay families came out ofhetero marriages and the problems were so huge.
Support networks were more critical. I am guessing that with younger gays
and lesbians, especially ifthey have any money, the problems are not what
they used to be. There are so many insem babies now and adoptions, that there
must be a shift in the origination ofchildren. So many more people are
coming out at an earlier age, not denying their sexuality, not living lies, you
know, getting married in order to have the children they want. I gotta believe
it is a generational thing. Maybe your research will show that, I don't know, I
am not trying to tell you what to do, but I bet there are different stories with
oIder lesbians.
Needless to say Karen is a very astute young woman, very committed to social
causes and politically active. She and Katie put many hours ofeffort into stopping the
passage ofProposition A, a referendum in Kalamazoo which would have overturned
a city policy which grants domestic partner benefits to employees ofthe city. She and
Katie also appear frequently on panels, which are designed to provide information to
students at Western Michigan University about the diversity oflife experiences in gay
families. I was fortunate enough to attend a panel, which was explicitly convened by
the College ofEducation at WMU, to help sensitize students who were embarking on
their first semester ofstudent teaching in public schools, to the diversity ofgay family
life. I was told that this panel presentation would become a regular part ofthe
curriculum.
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Karen turns to Katie and asks her to tell me a couple ofstories about Katie's
experiences at school.
Katie: Oh yeah, I had this jerk for a drama teacher who kept using the word
"gay" to describe stuff, you know like, 'oh, that is sooo gay.' Well, I asked
him to stop. I found it to be offensive. I didn't say that my Mom is a lesbian
just that it was offensive. He didn't, so I went to the vice-principal and told
her. The next day, my drama teacher made this big speech in front ofthe class
that ifwe had a problem with him to come to him first and not go to the
principal. I guess he got the message, 'cause he doesn't say gay anymore, at
least not in front ofme. This happened on the second day of school.
Author: What do your friends think ofyour Mom being a lesbian.
Katie: I tell them my Mom is a lesbian and ifthey have any problems not to
bother coming over to my house. None ofmy good friends care. If they did,
they wouldn't be my friends.
Author: Have you ever experienced any harassment?
Katie: Never. Not personally, like directed toward me personally, no. I have
experienced homophobia. I am in forensics and last semester we did a piece at
MIFA (Michigan Interscholastic Forensics Association) and it had a gay
character in it and gay issues. We were given a low mark due to the "content"
ofthe piece and not the performance itself. The judge who judged our piece
was this old bitty who had a real problem with it. She said it contained
'inappropriate material.'
Author: Were the other students upset that the controversial material may
have damaged their chances to win?
Katie: No, they thought she was ridiculous and we all laughed at her.
Katie excuses herself, she can hardly keep her eyes open after her sleep (or
lack ofsleep) over last night. She walks to the other side ofthe room and gets on the
Internet to check e-mail. She is particularly interested in hearing from a certain young
man.
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Author: Do you feel Katie serves as a bridge into the wider cultural domain
that perhaps would not be crossed is you did not have children?
Karen: Well, certainly I wouldn't have much to do with public schools, but
you are assuming I live totally in a gay culture. I live with one foot in the
dominant hetero culture at all times just like you do. For Katie's sake I try to
be careful with my, hmmm, I guess I would say, my presentation. I don't deny
who I am. I mean at her school I don't wave a big rainbow flag, but I will risk
exposure over issues, but not over my daughter. I won't put Katie on the front
line. Do you know what I mean?
Author: No, you are going to have to clarify for me.
Karen: It has to do with moral authority. Ifl appear 'normal,' 'act normal,' do
all the appropriate things, like not wear outrageous stuff or do 'weird' things,
what are they going to say? But, ok for instance, Katie is going to be coming
home next week with a permission slip regarding sex education. I want to see
what is on there about homosexuality, not only information, if any, but the
manner in which it is going to be presented ...is it affirming or not. Ifl have
issues with it then I will go to the vice-principal and voice my concerns and I
won't sign the slip. This is an issue related exposure to me; it doesn't matter if
you are gay or straight. This should be an issue for any informed parent. What
really pisses me off, I guess, is that as a lesbian mother I have to be perfect
and then some in order to receive the same validation that het couples get for
spitting babies out like a pez machine.
What Karen is voicing is the frustration that as women and as lesbians, the
burden of having to measure up to ideals of woman/motherhood in American society
falls particularly heavy on our shoulders. As women, we are constantly bombarded
with the notion that we are something less without children (Lewin 1995). As a
sexual minority, as lesbian, we are cancelled out by a heterosexual cultural milieu that
has historically excluded us and distorted images of us in such a way that we
ourselves have come to internalize them (Lewin 1995).
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Shortly, there is a knock on the door. Cynthia has come over to have dinner
with Karen and Katie. She says hello to me and interacts with Katie for a while,
looking at websites and getting the scoop on the sleepover last night. They genuinely
seem to like each other and laugh easily. Maybe because they are only 12 years apart,
they seem as if they are just school friends. Cynthia excuses herself and goes into
Katie's bedroom to lie down and watch the end of the hockey match. She does not
take part in the remainder of our conversation. I cannot help but hurt for Cynthia, for
being a part and not a part. Responsible, but not recognized. It's Karen's choice this
time. The stew is ready and it is time for me to go home.

CHAPTERS
CONCLUSION
Merleau-Ponty (1965) quoting Marx, states that we are born into a world "not
of our making." Yet the world we encounter as "simply there," the habitus, is
something we enter into and make over to ourselves. This negotiation between the
particular and the universal, or, stated as ''the struggle for the control over the
relationship and balance between these worlds" is for Jackson (1998 :21), "a central
human preoccupation." We have seen as demonstrated through the lives of these
women, how certain cultural processes have helped or hindered their imaginings and
constructions of a desired family, as well as how their imaginings and desires have in
turn reshaped or are reshaping social structure. We have heard in their own words
how choices and experiences have changed, and how lived experiences are reflective
of a particular place and time.
Most significantly, I have demonstrated how these lesbian family experiences
are not outside of or apart from the processes of the wider culture, but are in fact
articulated within and in relation to wider cultural processes. Each of these family's
story raises to awareness the extent to which family lives are structured by and occur
within institutional settings. Courts, politicians, and social policies continue to serve a
singular model of family, enforce patriarchal notions of gendered roles, and reify
heterosexuality; yet, the number of"non-traditional" families continues to grow.
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But we must ask, are they really "non-traditional?" Many of these lesbian
families have incorporated prevalent symbols and appeals to authenticity that makes
it difficult to separate dominant from "alternative" constructions of family. Most have
participated in some ritualized commitment ceremony in an attempt legitimize their
relationship. Some have attempted to change or hyphenate their names in order to
"declare a sense of their relationship to the rest of the world." Some will be sending
notices of their ceremonies to the local newspaper in hopes of confronting
instruments of compulsory heterosexuality. Some will continue to demand legal
recognition through the family court system for the families they negotiate. Some will
continue to bear or adopt children. But none of them will be constructing a family that
looks or acts or functions any differently from the family their parents or their
neighbors or their co-workers have.
Clearly, each of these families experiences "familiness" in a different way. I
suggest that the uniqueness of experience is predicated on differences in the women's
ages linked to the particular historical trajectory of socio-political changes in the U.S.
Yet, many experiences are similar because these families are socio-economically
homogeneous, sharing a class habitus, a positionality that informs each particular
experience, that is, each possess the financial and social capital, that afforded them
the opportunity to bring to reality a particular imagined family, unavailable to many
gays and lesbians who do not enjoy the same material and cultural capital.
In researching lesbian family life cycles, Suzanne Slater (1995) investigated
the relationship between society and its member families and suggests that this
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relationship rests on two essential points of agreement: First, society at large must
agree that a particular group of assembled individuals in fact constitutes a family unit,
and secondly, the family and society must agree about how family life will proceed.
When this shared vision exists, society invites families to participate in a vast array of
rituals and supports. I suggest that the families I have had the pleasure of getting to
know over the last several months do indeed share a common vision with society at
large about how family life will proceed. What some in society have not agreed upon
is what in fact constitutes a family unit. In other words, what should the constituent
members sex be? It is clear that only some relations are accepted by society as
families. Lesbian headed families need not apply.
When I began this project, I stumbled across a passage by John Van Maanen
that speaks to the way I envisioned ethnography. Van Mannen (1998:xiii) states,
"Ethnographies are portraits of diversity in an increasingly homogenous world. They
display the intricate ways individuals and groups understand, accommodate, and
resist a presumably shared order ... I take it as self-evident that there is as much deep
and divisive cultural misunderstanding and frighteningly real conflict of interest
among people within our own society as there is between our society and others." To
help bridge that divide, I wanted to paint a portrait, multiple portraits, for we cannot
assume that gayness constructs "The Gay Family," of the ways that some lesbians
negotiate the construction of family and illuminate these families, demystify them and
make them less frightening. I hope you will agree the lives of these real women stand
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in sharp contrast to the images of"decline" and "deviance" that have been
constructed by relations of power.
To the charge that this is a "confessional tale," I plead guilty as charged.
Forgive my hubris. I could not imagine, in the guise of a lesbian anthropologist or an
anthropologist studying lesbians, another way in which to collect and compile data,
construct a narrative, contribute to a deeper understanding and appreciation of lesbian
family life, as well as honor my first love, anthropology.
Finally, I offer a different, yet curiously similar image to the one portrayed on
the billboard looming large over 1-94. As I was leaving White Lake, I observed
Deirdra, Alexa and Mari pile into their car for the halfhour journey to Deirdra's
parent's house for the weekly Sunday brunch. As I watched them bring order to
chaos, their car full of toys, diapers, car seats, food, laughter and love, I was struck by
how much this image was in fact similar to the family on the billboard: two adults,
one child, love, nurturance, joy and pride. As their metallic blue station wagon pulled
out of the driveway, I squinted through my windshield (yes, it was still raining) and
caught a glimpse of a bumper sticker. In large loopy script and rainbow pride colors,
running down the back of the car, it read: Caution - Family Car!

Appendix A
Protocol Clearance From the Human Subjects
Institutional Review Board
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